
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From Paideia to Transaesthetics:  
The Concept of Aestheticization and Its Significance in the Digital Age 

 
Thesis submitted in accordance with the requirements of the University of Liverpool  

for the degree of Doctor in Philosophy  
by Joanna Tamara Maria Straczowski 

 
Word count: 79.364 

 
Primary supervisor: Dr Nikolaos Gkogkas 

Secondary Supervisor: Dr Panayiota Vassilopoulou 
 

Department of Philosophy 
University of Liverpool 

15 November 2018 

 
 

 



 

Contents 

 
Abstract……………………………………………………………………………………...iii 
Acknowledgments………………………………………………………………………….iv 
 
Introduction…………………………………………………………………………………..v 

 
1. The Origins of Aesthetics and Aesthetic Education……………………………..1 

 1.1. Aisthesis and aesthetics………………………………………………………3 
 1.2. Paideia, perfectionism, the good and the beautiful………...…………….18 
 

2. Aesthetic Education — A Call for Freedom through Bildung…..…...…………30 
2.1. Erziehung vs. Bildung: or the aesthetic dimension of Bildung…..............32 
2.2. Friedrich Schiller’s aesthetic education...………………………………….41 

 
3. The Perils of Aestheticization – From Freedom to Coercion…..……....….…..63 

3.1. Isaiah Berlin’s critique of positive freedom: a critique of 
       aestheticization and Bildung……………….……………………………….66 
3.2. Walter Benjamin’s warning of an aestheticization of politics:  
       an attack on the concept of Bildung…………………………..…………...78 
 

4. From Aestheticization to Anaestheticization – The Loss of True Beauty........98 
4.1. Byung-Chul Han’s theory of negative and positive aesthetics………….100 
4.2. Han’s notion of a beautiful-sublime Schwellenerfahrung……………….112 
4.3. Han’s critique of Hyperkulturalität and his cultural pessimism...............119 

 
5. Aestheticization, Simulation and Transaesthetics……………………………127 

5.1. Jean Baudrillard’s theory of simulation and transaesthetics……………129 
5.2. Baudrillard and Warhol: the disappearance of the artist in the age of  
       simulation……………………………………………………………………143 

 5.3. Baudrillard’s concept of seduction: culture’s saving grace?...........……159 
 
6. Sublime Perfection — Aesthetics after the Orgy..........................................174 

 6.1. The arts and Jean-François Lyotard’s sublime Thing…………...……..175 
 6.2. Baudrillard’s mania for perfection and freedom as seduction………….183 
 6.3. Jeff Koons’ Balloon Venus…………………………………………………191 
 
Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………..197 
 
List of Illustrations……………………………………………………………………….. 205 
Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………....216 
 



 iii 

Abstract 

 
From Paideia to Transaesthetics: The Concept of Aestheticization and Its 
Significance in the Digital Age 
 
by Joanna Straczowski 
 
This thesis addresses the problem of aestheticization and the concept’s significance 
in the digital age. Chapter One outlines the origins of aesthetics and the different 
meanings of the term aestheticization, arguing that the concept of aestheticization 
goes back to the Greek concept of paideia on which the humanistic notion of Bildung 
is founded. Chapter Two discusses the concept of Bildung in more detail and 
examines Friedrich Schiller’s call for aesthetic education of humankind as a quest for 
freedom through Bildung. It argues that Schiller’s conception of aesthetic education 
goes back to the concept of Bildung as an aesthetic experience of freedom. His 
optimistic focus on aesthetics and the arts, as an integral part of the quest for freedom, 
was criticized by Isaiah Berlin. Thus, Chapter Three addresses his critique of the 
concept of positive freedom, as a quest for freedom through self-realization and 
artistic expression. Berlin warns that this conception of freedom can eventually turn 
against itself in a totalitarian manner. This also resonates in Walter Benjamin’s 
famous critique of an aestheticization of politics. Benjamin’s attack of the concept of 
aestheticization is akin to Berlin’s mistrust of positive freedom insofar as both 
recognize that Bildung can carry coercive elements. Chapter Four then turns to recent 
debates about the concept of aestheticization in the digital age. It specifically focuses 
on Byung-Chul Han’s claim that aestheticization has led to an anaestheticization and 
that the superficial aesthetics of digital design give rise to a Kalokratie. Han is likening 
this process to the concept of positive freedom. However, instead of criticizing Bildung 
as the root of the aestheticization process, he mourns the loss of an ideal of beauty 
as Bildung and calls for its rescue. Han’s frequent references to the theories of Jean 
Baudrillard then lead to Chapter Five. In his writings on simulation and 
transaesthetics, Baudrillard condemns the process of aestheticization as part of the 
narrative of progress and Bildung which has brought about a state beyond aesthetics, 
i.e. transaesthetics. Digital communication technologies and media have, according 
to Baudrillard, proved Idealism’s narrative of Bildung wrong. The works of pop artist 
Andy Warhol play an important role here, since Baudrillard argues that they are both 
part of and resist the aestheticization process. It is in his concept of seduction that the 
beautiful-sublime experience of Bildung survives. This is central to Chapter Six which 
draws on Jean-François Lyotard’s notion of the sublime Thing in relation to 
Baudrillard’s concept of seduction. It argues that the transformational experience of 
Bildung still presents itself in the sublime seduction of the illusion of perfection, which 
has found its realization in the digital age.  
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Introduction 

The term ‘aestheticization’ commonly refers to the visual beautification of objects, 

human beings or events. ‘Aestheticization’ seems to imply that the object of this 

transformation becomes more aesthetically appealing. This focus on an improvement 

of appearances and of our self-image also carries the connotation of a rather shallow 

process: a process that may change the surface of things, but which presumably has 

nothing to do with their reality. By aestheticizing our surroundings, we are, as 

Wolfgang Welsch puts it, “sugar-coating the real with aesthetic flair” (Welsch 1997: p. 

2). It is this superficiality that is often the first point of critique when we lament 

aestheticization. For centuries, Western cultures have been haunted by the 

accusation that, as individuals and as a society, we are increasingly obsessed with 

superficial appearances and shallow notions of misunderstood and misconstrued 

beauty ideals. 

The fine arts have been granted a special position when it comes to our 

engagement with appearances and our understanding of reality. The word ‘art’ itself 

suggests that it is not reality but an artificial image that we are confronted with. The 

emphasis on ‘fine arts’ further suggests that they should promote splendour and 

beauty rather than mundanity and triviality. Since the eighteenth century, art 

academies were entrusted with the task to ensure that these high standards were met 

and that the creation of art was predominantly focused on the creation of what we 

refer to as beautiful appearances. In other words, the role of artists was (and arguably 

still is) to convey profound beauty, the kind of beauty that can be life changing, rather 

than merely pleasing. At first glance, the process of aestheticization seems to be 

focused only on the latter, and thus to oppose our understanding of ‘fine art’. As a 

process of superficial beautification, it has been accused of fostering banality in art, 

and of undermining standards of taste. There emerges a crucial but debatable 



 vi 

distinction between an aesthetics of deeper beauty and shallow pleasingness. Two 

thoughts can be taken away from this. First, if aestheticization leads to more and more 

superficiality, then one could argue that it leads to the demise of art, understood as 

the creation of profound beauty. Second, the arts have always relied on appearances, 

and in so doing they strengthen a barrier between what we recognise as ‘appearance’ 

as opposed to ‘reality’. Yet, change came with the rise of new image-making 

technologies in the twentieth century.  

The availability of first photography and film, and then digital technologies, has 

allowed us to reproduce and manipulate images and to disseminate them 

instantaneously. This is linked to the concept of aestheticization in so far as ‘making 

things appear prettier as they are’ has become easier and can be done more quickly. 

Conversely, one could argue that the individual act of artistic creation of an image 

imbued with profound beauty has given way to images easily reproduced by 

technology. This has already affected the way we think about art. The strict 

differentiation between ‘high art’ and mundane everyday objects has increasingly 

come under siege with the advent of mechanical reproduction. In the course of time, 

photography and film have successfully claimed their statuses as forms of art in their 

own right. Now, an inconceivable plethora of images, available due to omnipresent 

digital technologies, dominates all aspects of our daily lives. In this sense, one could 

say that a superficial aestheticization is omnipresent. The agony and labour of 

physical creation has given way to what is often just a mouse click or the gesture of 

an index finger. Yet, even before the popularisation of smart phones, Photoshop 

software and our access to digital networks, phenomena that we instantaneously 

associate with the term ‘digital age’, this development found its forerunner in the works 

of American pop artist Andy Warhol.  
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In terms of the dissemination and proliferation of images into all areas of life, 

a pivotal point was already reached in Warhol’s approach of infinite reproduction, his 

use of already mass-produced images and his working in series, as opposed to what 

was considered to be a unique act of creation. Warhol turned lack of originality into 

an ‘art’ in-itself. He may not have had digital technology and the internet at his 

disposal, as we do now. Nevertheless, his use of photography and serial reproduction, 

and his insistence on perceiving beauty in everything (even a soup can), already 

implied the principles of today’s age of smart phones and social media: everything 

and everyone is beautiful and we can all partake in the creation of beautiful images. 

Moreover, I understand Warhol’s insistence to not just use machine-reproduction but 

to be a machine himself, i.e. to entirely move away from image creation as a ‘human 

activity’, as a precursor to art created (almost) entirely detached from human 

intervention. Today, this has led to AI created art (fig. 11), confronting us with the 

possibility of art being a non-human activity and product. With his approach, Warhol 

not only levelled the playing field between what has been deemed superficial and 

what has been upheld as truly beautiful and ultimately more meaningful. He allowed 

for the radical notion that art and image creation are not in need of imagination, 

originality and a human desire for meaning. Moreover, when he drove the process of 

aestheticization to the point of art being no longer visually distinguishable from reality, 

i.e. when an ordinary Brillo box looked no different to a Brillo Box (fig. 3), he also 

undermined art’s monopoly on beauty and the separation of artifice from reality. Thus, 

he also lifted the banality of aestheticization, understood as a process of superficial 

beautification, into the sphere of art and simultaneously pushed art from its pedestal, 

making it readily available to many, not just the few.  

The ‘digital age’ in this sense does not only refer to the period in which digital 

technology and the internet became widely available and affordable. The principle of 
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allowing anyone and anything to create and recreate images ad infinitum was already 

inherent in Warhol’s factory approach. It is this defiance of rigid conceptions of art 

versus reality, questioning the role of human creativity in this process, which bestows 

a special significance on Warhol and on the concept of aestheticization in the digital 

age. Somewhere along the way, between the creation of unique images and objects 

that humans imbued with special significance (eventually designated as ‘art’) and the 

innumerable images uploaded and shared every split second on the World Wide Web, 

the self-conception of humans as unique individuals and creators of something larger 

than life, exceeding the boundaries of the self, was challenged. The digital age – an 

age in which the relations between images, the artist as creator of images and our 

understanding of reality had to be renegotiated – began with Warhol’s escalation of 

aestheticiszation, i.e. with his move from human to machine ‘art-production’ and with 

his relentless merging of ‘beauty’ and ‘frivolous superficiality’. Although the process 

of aestheticization may seem superficial, there is more to it than meets the eye. The 

case of Warhol draws attention to more fundamental changes precipitated by 

aestheticization. It is no coincidence that Jean Baudrillard’s theory of simulation and 

transaesthetics centres on the works of Warhol. In fact, Warhol played a significant 

role in the context of Baudrillard’s theories, as well as in his severe critique of the 

process of aestheticization. Of course, he is not the first one to attack the concept.  

The initial impulse leading to my research came from reading a brief but clear 

call to arms, proclaimed by Jean-François Lyotard in the preface to his Postmodern 

Fables: ‘“Here, then, are fifteen notes on postmodern aestheticization. And against it! 

You’re not done living because you chalk it up to artifice” (Lyotard 1997: p. vii). At the 

time, it was not clear to me what he meant by ‘aestheticization’. For me, the term 

immediately raised direct associations with Walter Benjamin’s famous critique of an 

aestheticization of politics, discussed in his celebrated essay Das Kunstwerk im 
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Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit (1936). The fact that before attacking 

the aestheticization of politics, Benjamin extensively discusses the effect of 

reproduction technologies on our sense perception and our understanding of art, later 

reminded me of recent publications by the philosopher Byung-Chul Han. In Die 

Erretung des Schönen (2015), he argues that the concept of aestheticization as an 

anaestheticization can be directly linked to the frictionless aesthetics of the digital age. 

His claim that a profound, meaningful and even painful sense of beauty constitutes 

an aesthetics in the negative sense and that superficial prettiness is the mark of a 

positive aesthetics of digital technology, leading to self-oppression and unfreedom, 

made me connect the dots to Isaiah Berlin’s two conceptions of positive and negative 

freedom. I began to realize that the concept of aestheticization concerns not only the 

realm of art but also of politics, raising the question of what it means to live in a free 

state.  

This connection between aesthetics, politics and the notion of freedom turns 

out to be crucial for understanding why the concept of aestheticization has been 

heavily criticised. Notions of beauty and sublimity also play an important role. For 

centuries, beauty (kalós), understood as both visual and moral goodness, was integral 

to debates about the upbringing of the young and striving for excellence through 

education. This creates an important link to the concept of paideia, roughly translated 

as ‘education’ or ‘cultivation’. Later, for example in the writings of Friedrich Schiller, 

Werner Jaeger and Byung-Chul Han, the experience of true beauty has been linked 

to freedom as an aesthetic experience, and aesthetic education as the path to 

freedom and perfection. More precisely, beauty’s association with perfection, and its 

relation to the sublime as a liminal experience associated with imperfection (Lyotard 

1991: p. 95), reveals why the process of aestheticization can be perceived as both a 

path and a threat to freedom. True freedom, philosophers like Byung-Chul Han and 
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Baudrillard insist, lies in limited not unlimited space and offers the challenge of finality 

and the opposition of an Other (Baudrillard 1994b: p. 107; Han 2014b: p. 67n). Yet, 

perfection, or rather the striving of perfection, is inevitably concerned with the 

elimination of limitations and imperfections. These boundaries are, however, thought 

to be a prerequisite for true beauty and the sublime, understood as a liminal 

experience.  

Somewhat paradoxically, aesthetic experiences, i.e. beautiful and sublime 

experiences, rely on a constant interplay between the apparent overcoming of human 

limits and boundaries, while also requiring the very existence of these limits. They are 

constituted by a constant negotiation between the idea of infinite perfection and the 

reality of a finite and imperfect world. The limitations we inevitably encounter while 

striving for an abstract notion of perfection are integral to the experience of sublimity 

as well as beauty. In this sense, the sublime and the beautiful are interlinked with 

each other: The notion of boundless freedom from material constraints, seemingly 

possible in the act of creation and the sensation of beauty, goes hand in hand with 

the sublime sensation of encountering something beyond ourselves, only to be 

reminded of limits of our physical existence. This relates to an aesthetic conception 

of freedom, based on subjects being able to create and form not only themselves but 

to transcend their own boundaries in the process of creation. Predictably, this can 

lead to the hubris of thinking that this process allows for an overcoming of the self and 

its imperfections, ultimately bringing us closer to immortality. The fact that digital 

technologies now allow us to revel in highly perfected images, leading to the 

assumption that human imperfections can be erased, inevitably forces us to 

readdress this conception of freedom as a limitless state of creation.  

As a process of, broadly speaking, liberating all areas of life by disseminating 

beauty everywhere, aestheticization threatens the very boundaries necessary to 
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experience it. Of course, as already indicated in the passage on Warhol, there are 

also arguments to be made in favour of the concept of aestheticization, as a process 

which constitutes democratisation. If beauty can be experienced and created by 

everyone and everywhere, not just in the circles of a cultivated few, then the hallowed 

halls of academies and art institutions begin to lose their status and thus their power. 

It is undeniable that the kind of institutional privilege that aesthetics and specifically 

the category of the beautiful has had over the years (Armstrong 2000: p. 2-4) has 

crumbled noticeably. In this light, aestheticization also fosters the hope that the arts 

may no longer be employed as tools of a ruling class to solidify their own privileges. 

It is also in this sense that the aestheticization process does not merely have 

superficial effects, since it has taken image-making out of the hands of the few, and 

placed it in the hands of the many. However, aestheticization – in its direct kinship to 

paideia and Bildung, and in its more exclusive (and elitist) conception of being 

connected to ideals of beauty as excellence – also has prominent defenders. Although 

in different ways, Schiller, Jaeger and Han all praise notions of cultivation and Bildung 

because they see aesthetic experiences as essential to a meaningful and free human 

existence. For these critics of a superficial aestheticization, to go through a profound, 

meaningful transformation, encountering one’s own limitations in the act of creation 

or in the appreciation of art, allows for a character-forming and knowledge-gaining 

experience that is unique to human beings. This development of Bildung is (allegedly) 

far removed from mere beautification. And nothing less than humanity and the notion 

of humanism in its various interpretations is on the line, when a profound 

aestheticization understood as Bildung is threatened by an aestheticization 

understood as a superficial pursuit of quick and easy gratification, without the 

potentially painful experience of self-transformation.  
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All of this highlights the new possibilities and problems that arise for the 

concept of aestheticization in the digital age. On the one hand, once aesthetics loses 

its (artistic) privilege, beauty may no longer be an effective instrument employed by a 

small group to control the masses. Since new technologies make it possible for 

everyone to create images and to design oneself and the world in accordance to one’s 

individual standards of beauty and taste, power relations have changed. However, it 

is in this sense that digital design’s promise of  achievable perfection also allows for 

the rise of a certain individualistic perfectionism (Welsch 1997: p. 3-4). Ultimately, it 

is the interrelation between the seemingly limitless freedom of human creativity 

towards self-perfection and self-determination, and art’s vanishing status as a 

benchmark for taste brought forth by the universal availability and manipulability of 

images in the digital age, which appears problematic. For if the self is only determined 

by itself, it runs the risk of being its own inescapable oppressor, and if freedom of the 

self is to be understood as a falling away of all limitations, i.e. to leave even the 

boundaries of oneself behind so to speak, the self runs the risk of self-elimination. 

The aim of this thesis is therefore not only to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

concept of aestheticization and its critics, but also to place it in the context of debates 

about education, cultivation, freedom, autonomy, perfection and the challenges posed 

to these concepts in the digital age.  

Chapter One begins with a brief preliminary assessment of the origins of the 

term ‘aesthetics’ and how it relates to the term ‘aestheticization’. I address the various 

meanings and connotations of the Greek term aisthesis, from which the present-day 

term ‘aesthetics’ derives. From this it will become evident that the term aisthesis 

referred to human sense capacities in two distinct ways: senses of the ‘lower’ kind 

that enable direct experience of the world and immediate gratification, i.e. touch and 

taste; and senses of the ‘higher capacity’, i.e. sight and sound, allowing for a more 
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distanced and reflected perception, and thus for deferred gratification. In this context, 

the writings of Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten are of relevance, since his two-volume 

treatise Aesthetica (1750, 1758) laid the foundation for aesthetics as a philosophical 

discipline. Baumgarten continued the separation between ‘high’ and ‘low’ senses, 

arguing for a cultivation of the former and a close inspection of the latter. The chapter 

then delineates the connections between the cultivation of the ‘high’ senses in relation 

to beauty and sublimity, our understanding of education and the ethical implications 

of striving for goodness and excellence. It is in the Greek concept of paideia that these 

aspects culminate. This concept is of importance, since the example of Werner 

Jaeger’s extensive three-volume treatise Paideia (1936, 1944, 1946) illustrates the 

pitfalls of using art and education (Bildung) as an argument to pursue an ideal society 

and freedom, at the cost of individuals’ rights. This will be central to the second part 

of Chapter One which focuses on the connection between paideia and Bildung and 

the ideological use of these concepts in Jaeger’s writings. 

In Chapter Two, Friedrich Schiller’s conception of aesthetic education, 

famously laid out in Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen (1795), is 

addressed. To discuss Schiller’s claim that it is only through the pursuit of beauty that 

humanity will achieve freedom, it is necessary first to clarify the distinction between 

the German term Erziehung und Bildung, which can both be roughly translated as 

‘education’ and ‘cultivation’. Whereas the former denotes heteronomous upbringing 

in terms of training in accordance with social norms and rules, the latter emphasises 

individual, autonomous self-development, placing special importance on the 

imaginary, and on the image-making and meaning-making capacities of human 

beings. Schiller’s use of ästhetische Erziehung, I argue, is by no means an aversion 

from Bildung but rather an emphasis on the aesthetic dimension inherent in a 

comprehensive and ideal human education. It is crucial to note that Schiller, who saw 
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his aesthetic theories as following in the footsteps of Immanuel Kant (Schiller 2017: 

p. 7), thought of aesthetic education as a striving for autonomy, or rather aesthetic 

autonomy, i.e. heautonomy (Schindler 2012: p. 53). The issue that he identifies in 

Kant’s theory of autonomy through reason and the moral law is its neglect of 

sensibility. Schiller argues that we can only be free, when the constraints of reason 

coincide with sensibility and are thus not felt at all (ibid: p. 67). This is what he refers 

to as heautonomy, a higher degree of freedom (Beiser 2005: p. 68), since it is not 

merely the following of a moral law, but doing so with ease and beauty. Art comes to 

play a significant role in his aesthetic education, since Schiller regards it as an ideal 

for beauty and moral goodness as well as for freedom (Schindler 2012: p. 53). To 

understand how aesthetic education leads to this ‘higher degree of freedom’, it is 

helpful to assess Schiller’s theory of drives (matter-, form-, play- and cultivation-drive). 

For it is the reciprocity between the material and the immaterial, the determinate and 

the indeterminate, freedom within limits and freedom without limits, that links aesthetic 

education to the experience of beauty and sublimity. While Kant’s notion of autonomy 

and autonomous aesthetic judgments explicitly entails that the experiencing subject 

encounters limitations (Kemal 1992: p. 120-121), Schiller, in contrast, allows for an 

understanding of aesthetic freedom in which limitations may certainly still exist but are 

no longer felt (Schiller 2017: p. 63). It is the movement between autonomy and 

heautonomy that, as I argue, is akin to the experience of the beautiful and the sublime. 

Schiller, it should be noted, did not see these two experiences as separated from each 

other but as continuous (Hohr 2002: p. 501). In this sense, his conception of freedom 

describes the beautiful-sublime experience of a cultivation, or transformation, i.e. 

Bildung, which both requires and seeks to cast off the determinate state of matter.  It 

is this striving for freedom as an endeavour of self-expression through art and as the 
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cultivation of the self, seeking no longer to feel any constraints that could inhibit the 

self, which Isaiah Berlin describes as positive freedom.  

Chapter Three thus starts with an investigation into Isaiah Berlin’s writings on 

the concepts of positive and negative freedom, and with an examination of his 

criticism of Bildung as a danger to humanity rather than a benefit. Negative freedom, 

Berlin argues, has to do with the right to be left alone and to be free from any 

intervention or constraint by others (Berlin 2002b: p. 170). Positive freedom has an 

aesthetic dimension, since it is the individual process of a subject towards its ‘true 

self’, towards self-realisation and self-perfection (ibid: p. 176-177). He specifically 

attacks Schiller for laying the groundwork for later philosophers and politicians to use 

the argument of the more cultivated and ‘higher’ self as an argument to rule over those 

who allegedly lack this kind of self-realisation (Berlin 1968c: p. 9). He warns us that 

aestheticization, understood as a process of Bildung towards a more perfected self, 

easily leads towards oppression and unfreedom. Berlin, who witnessed both World 

Wars and their aftermath, was not the only one who picked up on the danger inherent 

in Bildung. Walter Benjamin, who tragically took his own life when trying to flee Nazi 

persecution, also saw its detrimental side. This is discussed in the second part of 

Chapter Three.  

In his already mentioned artwork essay, by now one of the most widely read 

and interpreted texts on the relation between art, aesthetics and technology, 

Benjamin’s warning of the dangers of an aestheticization of politics rings loud and 

clear. For Benjamin it is the alliance between beautiful appearances and technology, 

which has given rise to an aestheticization of politics, leading to dangerous mass 

deception and manipulation (Benjamin 2017: p. 20). Yet the answer is not to condemn 

technologies such as photography and film, but to see their potential to free us from 

the delusion of beautiful semblance. Here, it is important to note that, like Berlin, 
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Benjamin harboured suspicions towards the humanistic notion of Bildung. This can 

be understood in the context of his rejection of a linear conception of history as a story 

of continuous progress. For Benjamin, both narratives only distract from the 

horrendous sacrifices made in their name. Benjamin’s critique is connected to Berlin’s 

in so far as both see the failure of the Enlightenment’s concept of Bildung in the 

political developments of the twentieth century. While Benjamin saw the pedagogical 

potential in Bildung, he also understood that, as part of the narrative of history and 

progress, Bildung could have an oppressive element if it became a ‘cultural substance 

imposed on the masses’ (Gelley 1999: p. 947).  Benjamin hoped that the dark side of 

Bildung could be stopped, not despite the reproducibility of ever more images, but 

because of the potential in this reproducibility: disillusionment from the mystical ideas 

images and artworks had acquired in the context of rituals and religious cults 

(Benjamin 2007: p. 226). He hoped that by freeing art from the traditional, auratic 

aesthetics of beautiful semblance, by lifting the deceptive veil of beauty, people could 

become aware of the false illusion of beauty that had kept them docile. Instead of the 

anaestheticizing effects that are commonly ascribed to mass technologies, Benjamin 

thought that they would pave the way for a new kind of collective apperception (Buck-

Morss 2006: p. 41). Whether or not one is inclined to share Benjamin’s optimistic view, 

the link between art and technology is crucial for any investigation into the concept of 

aestheticization in the digital age. For technologies and new image-making processes 

have now gained speed and intensity in a way that Benjamin arguably could not have 

anticipated.  

Chapter Four then deals with especially with the state of aesthetics and 

aestheticization in the era of digital images and social media, and with the critique of 

the concept of aestheticization recently put forth by the German-Korean philosopher 

Byung-Chul Han. As mentioned above, Han draws an interesting distinction between 
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what he calls positive and negative aesthetics. The former he associates with the 

smooth aesthetics of digital technology and computer-generated objects and images 

(Han 2015a: p. 5). The latter is what Han describes as the profound and even life-

changing experience of beauty that always harbours an element of pain and anguish 

together with pleasure (ibid: p. 11). Han also sees the process of aestheticization as 

a process of anaestheticization (ibid: p. 15) and condemns the slick and shallow 

aesthetics of digital designs, social media communication, and the smooth surfaces 

of machine-produced art, such as Jeff Koons’ sculptures (fig. 2) (ibid: p. 9). He argues 

that there is no more possibility for the experience of true, deeper beauty and 

connects this development to the rise of a Positivitätsgesellschaft – society of 

positivity – which no longer knows the negativity of pain and depth which, for him, 

constitutes the experience of beauty (ibid: p. 9, 15). Therefore, he demands that this 

kind of negative aesthetics, i.e. the pleasurable yet painful experience of the truly 

beautiful, be rescued. Han’s differentiation between positive and negative aesthetics 

raises direct associations with Berlin’s distinction between positive and negative 

freedom, especially when Han elaborates on the notion that the superficial aesthetics 

of positivity gives rise to a Kalokratie – a tyranny or dictate of beauty – that leads to 

unfreedom and the enslavement of the subject by itself (ibid: p. 71). Han clearly 

attacks the concept of positive freedom, like Berlin before him, as a frenzy for 

impossible perfection, fostering totalitarianism rather than actual freedom. He 

contends that an anaestheticized society no longer knows Erfahrung, a meaningful 

yet painful experience that stands in contrast to the easy, pleasurable Erlebnis (Han 

2014a: p. 70). In contrast to Benjamin who thought that the new technologies could 

allow people to turn from passive witnesses to active producers (Buck-Morss 2006: 

p. 38), Han describes the exact opposite.  
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Here is important to place Han’s theories in the context of his description of 

the loss of Schwellenerfahrung, i.e. a liminal experience of the negativity and depth 

that only beauty can evoke. For Han, beauty and sublimity are not opposing 

experiences but, in the sense of Longinus, are connected (Han 2015a: p. 25). Thus, 

Schwellenerfahrung is not only akin to the sublime as an experience at the limit of the 

capacity of human understanding, it is also an experience of beauty in all its depth. 

As the depth of the beautiful-sublime presumably cannot be evoked by the new 

smooth and slick aesthetics of digital design, the kind transformational experience of 

changing into another mode of being is eliminated, too (Han 2018: p. 47). In this 

sense, the decline of the beautiful and the sublime in the digital age, is connected to 

the loss of a specific kind of aesthetics, and the loss of the negativity of a 

transformational Erfahrung, i.e. Bildung, constituting freedom. This critique of a loss 

of Bildung falls in line with Kulturpessimismus – cultural pessimism – which has a 

long-standing tradition in German philosophy. In the general understanding of ‘grand 

narratives’ crumbling and the decline of previous ideals within postmodern societies, 

it is the aestheticization of all areas of life which has allegedly brought about a decline 

in culture. Instead of a homogenous culture, Han argues that we are confronted with 

Hyperkulturalität (Han 2005: p. 54). While modernism still held onto narratives of 

progress and cultivation, these basic assumptions are taken to the test bench in the 

‘anything goes’ attitude of postmodernism (Lyotard 1984: p. 76). However, while Han 

seems to unapologetically mourn the loss of traditional ideals of cultivation and 

beauty, he fails to recognise that the process of aestheticization shares the very same 

origins. On the one hand, he condemns the aestheticization process and its rigorous 

striving for self-perfection – this condemnation is akin to Berlin’s critique of the concept 

of positive freedom and the dangers of which he so urgently warned us. On the other 

hand, Han mourns an aesthetics that is very much indebted to the old ideal of 



 xix 

humanistic Bildung: an aesthetics that allows for a deep, transformative, sublime 

experience, tearing the subject out of its comfort zone. In any case, his claim that 

aestheticization has led to anaestheticization is itself not new. The French theorist 

Jean Baudrillard voiced a similar argument and it is no coincidence that Han 

frequently refers to Baudrillard’s writings.  

Chapter Five turns to Baudrillard’s theory of simulation and transaesthetics in 

relation to the concept of aestheticization, placing special emphasis on the works of 

Andy Warhol. In contrast to Han, Baudrillard appears by no means inclined to rescue 

Bildung. In fact, his theories constitute an attack on idealist and humanist narratives 

promoting aesthetic education and freedom as self-realisation: he tirelessly criticises 

the delusional belief in the utopia of liberation and total freedom.1 While his theories 

are often cast aside for being too obscure and polemic, I argue that his writings on 

the disappearance of art and aesthetics are eerily accurate in the light of the recent 

developments in social media communication and the proliferation of images and 

signs through digital technologies. Moreover, Baudrillard’s theories on the concept of 

aestheticization and on simulacra and simulation can be seen as a continuation of the 

critique raised against positive freedom, particularly the illusion of subjective 

autonomy. For Baudrillard, similar to Benjamin, the historical subject and the notion 

of human progress and Bildung are misguided concepts, leading to humanity’s 

dangerous obsession with inhuman perfection and overcoming mortality (Baudrillard 

1994b: p. 101-104). Simulation, as a process of aestheticization brought to its final 

stage in which the subjective act of creation and the desire to become one’s own 

master, to be both subject and object, has eliminated any possibility of further 

                                                
1 Amongst others, The Transparency of Evil (1990), The Illusion of the End (1992), The Perfect 
Crime (1995) and Impossible Exchange (1999), are examples of publications in which 
Baudrillard addresses the process of liberation and its relation to the concept of 
aestheticiszation as misguided developments in the pursuit of total freedom. 
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progress. Leaving us with meaningless images, simulation has seemingly put an end 

to Bildung and thus to any notion of freedom associated with it.  

This is why Baudrillard’s theory of transaesthetics and his writings on Andy 

Warhol become central to the second part of Chapter Five. Baudrillard argues that 

the images for which Warhol is most famous continue to fascinate us precisely 

because they elude any notion of Bildung. They free us from the imperative of 

liberation through art (Baudrillard 2002a: p. 77), as they allude to a nothingness at the 

heart of the image (ibid: p. 79). These inhuman, machine-produced images thwart 

any expectations of subjective will and autonomy in the creative act, and yet they 

retain a certain allure, or what Baudrillard calls ‘seduction’. As an experience that is 

both part of and a challenge to the simulation process, the concept of seduction is the 

focal point of the third part of Chapter Five, and is also of significance in Chapter Six. 

Seduction is reliant on reciprocity of power between subject and object, yet it always 

seems to undermine the very bi-polar power struggle from which it originates. It is an 

opposition, an Other to the subject, which is entirely foreign to us and yet has power 

over us (Baudrillard 2009: p. 191). In fact, according to Baudrillard, seduction is the 

only true form of freedom, as it is better to be controlled by something entirely 

independent from us than to be controlled by oneself (ibid). Therefore, seduction can 

be our society’s saving grace (Marcus A. Doel in Smith 2010: p. 189), in so far as it 

opposes the subject-centred aestheticization process of self-realisation and all the 

dangers that entails. On the other hand, as an experience that draws on the human 

(subject) desire to be inhuman (object), i.e. to be perfect despite imperfection, 

seduction injects a certain opposition, a negativity into the purely positive simulation 

process – thus falling back, despite itself, on the notion of Bildung. Seduction in this 

sense can be interpreted as both a remedy and a driving factor in the all-
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encompassing aestheticization process by means of Bildung, i.e. seduction is ‘fighting 

fire with fire’. 

Finally, Chapter Six examines Jean-François Lyotard’s claim that the sublime 

can be elicited in imperfection and incompletion when it comes to the treatment of 

matter, and places this in relation to Baudrillard’s concept of seduction. The sublime, 

as described by Lyotard, is the glimpse of something grand, indeterminate and 

immaterial, captured in the determined state of the material and the way it is treated, 

which alludes to a notion of inhuman perfection within imperfect matter. Lyotard’s 

claim that the sublime has nothing to do with perfection and rather presents itself in 

imperfection (Lyotard 1991: p. 95, 97), leads me to argue that it is precisely the 

seductiveness of the illusion of perfection (and in Baudrillard’s sense the illusion of 

immortality) that gives rise to sublime, i.e. liminal, experiences. For seduction, like 

Lyotard’s sublime Thing, eludes our immediate understanding and relies on the play 

between material and immaterial matter. It is precisely this Thing that always eludes 

us but which one can never be rid of (ibid: p. 143). It can never be destroyed, not even 

by the order that seeks to destroy it (Baudrillard 1993b: p. 2). By relating Lyotard’s 

concept of the sublime Thing back to notions of perfection and to the concept of 

seduction, I aim to show how the beautiful-sublime experience in the sense of what 

Han calls ‘negative aesthetics’ can occur when one is confronted with seemingly 

perfect objects, such as Jeff Koons hyper-perfected balloon sculptures. Koons’ art 

serves as an example of simultaneously experiencing frivolous banality and the 

incomprehensible fascination with absolute perfection. It is in such perfected and 

seemingly indestructible objects that the beautiful-sublime illusion of having reached 

or even crossed the limits of human experience arises. Thus, the transformational 

experience of Bildung, a constant reciprocity between subject and object, material 
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and immaterial matter, continues to exist in the digital age. Whether this constitutes a 

greater degree of freedom in our society is, however, an entirely different question.   
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1. The Origins of Aesthetics and Aesthetic Education 

In The Aesthetic State Joseph Chytry writes that the original aesthetic judgment can 

be traced back to Homer’s Iliad, one of the earliest known poetic masterpieces (Chytry 

1989: p. xxxvii). In this epos, Paris, the son of Priam, is forced by Zeus to decide 

between Hera, the goddess of property and power, Athena, the goddess of authority 

and material success and Aphrodite, the goddess of beauty, as well as love (ibid: p. 

xxxvii-xxxix). By choosing Aphrodite, Paris irrevocably links the fate of the polis to 

aesthetic judgment, complete with its dramatic consequence (ibid). This 

interconnection between aesthetics, ethics and politics is remembered for its indelible 

impression upon the culture that defined all three. Homer’s tragedy serves as a 

cautionary model and educational ideal for the Athenian polis (ibid: p. xl). Broadly 

defined as the principles concerned with appearances, the aesthetic stands in 

contrast to concepts such as ‘truth’ and ‘reality’. Truth is usually upheld as the proof 

of moral integrity, or the good, while aesthetic discipline has often been accused of 

deception and a corruptive influence on young, impressionable minds. These severe 

allegations do by no means diminish the importance of aesthetics. On the contrary, 

cautionary arguments against the power of aesthetics only stress the continuing need 

for its critical analysis.  

This chapter is first and foremost an exploration of the origins of aesthetics 

and the concept of aestheticization, laying the groundwork for the discussions and 

arguments that follow. It is not meant as a comprehensive account of the history of 

aesthetics but rather a brief synopsis, highlighting some of the key concepts and 

themes of subsequent chapters. The following paragraphs will briefly outline the 

development of aesthetics as a philosophical discipline, from the ancient term 

aisthesis to the modern term aesthetics. I will discuss the division between the so 

called ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ senses: the former being associated with beauty and refined 
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taste and the latter with hedonism and instantaneous gratification, and how this 

separation has informed both aesthetics as a philosophical discipline and our Western 

understanding of the arts. In this context, the first treatise on aesthetics, Alexander 

Gottlieb Baumgarten’s Aesthetica (1750, 1758), is of interest, since he has been 

called the inventor of aesthetics as a philosophical discipline (Meier 1748: p. 9). Both 

Baumgarten and his student Georg Friedrich Meier wrote extensively about aesthetics 

in relation to science and knowledge. At a time when the notion of ‘fine arts’ came into 

existence, they emphasised that aesthetics (and more specifically beauty) is “perfect 

sensuous knowledge” [my translation] (Baumgarten 2007: p. 21; Meier 1748: p. 38-

39),2 highlighting a connection between aesthetics, beauty and the notion of 

perfection. 

In order to understand how this relates to the various understandings of the 

concept of aestheticization, I will draw upon Wolfgang Welsch’s deliberations about 

the different semantic uses of the term ‘aesthetic’. Aestheticization, according to 

Welsch, can be used to three distinct ends: first, aestheticization as a superficial 

process of following one’s ‘lower’ sensory urges; second, aestheticization as a further 

distancing from those ‘lower capacities’, stoically retreating into a detached state; 

finally, aestheticization as a transformational, educational and character-forming 

process which challenges the self and its grasp of reality. While the first definition 

(aestheticization of the superficial kind) is most frequently criticised, the two latter 

conceptions are linked to the favourable notion of aesthetic education and the 

arguments for a cultivation of taste. These deeper definiens of aestheticization 

                                                
2 Originaltext in Baumgarten: “Der Zweck der Ästhetik ist die Vollkommenheit der sinnlichen 
Erkenntnis als solcher,” and in Meier: “Daß die Schönheit überhaupt eine Vollkommenheit sey, 
in so ferne sie undeutlich oder sinlich erkant wird [sic], ist, unter allen gründlichen Kennern der 
Schönheit, heute zu Tage eine so ausgemachte Sache, daß es unnötig zu seyn scheint, davon 
einen weitläufigen Beweis zu führen.“  
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demand a discussion of the Greek concept of paideia, referring to the physical, artistic 

and philosophical education of an elite group within the Greek polis.  

While I will go on to define it more fully in the second section of this chapter, 

paideia may be presently taken to mean education and a method for fostering 

excellence (arete). As such, paideia was integral to society as a guarantor for moral 

and physical integrity of future leaders. The inclusion of arts as part of education was 

debated, since untruthful appearances could lead to the corruption of young, 

impressionable minds. Whether in or out of favour, aesthetic theory was established 

in the ancient Greek psyche alongside the pursuit of virtue and excellence and 

(training for) politics. Crucially for the purposes of this chapter, paideia would go on 

to be the predecessor of later notions of education and cultivation, such as the 

German notion of Bildung. I argue that the criticism brought up against 

aestheticization today relates back to the problems already inherent in the notion of 

paideia and subsequently Bildung.  

Ultimately, it is the educational element which links aesthetics to both politics 

and ethics, and in order to evaluate the criticism levelled against the concept of 

aestheticization, it is necessary to examine its pedagogical elements. This becomes 

particularly evident in the writings of the scholar Werner Jaeger, which will be central 

to the final part of this chapter. Jaeger’s three-part treatise Paideia (1936, 1944, 1946) 

directly relates the concepts of paideia and Bildung, and goes on to illustrate how 

ideals of beauty and perfection, (inherent in each) can ideologically promote a perfect 

people and state at the cost of individuals. 

 

1.1. Aisthesis and aesthetics 
 
The present-day term aesthetics derives from the Greek word aisthesis or αἴσθησις 

(Meier 1748: p. 3), which refers to our faculties of perception and cognition, as well 
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as our emotive sensation of pleasure and displeasure (Welsch 1997: p. 62). The 

former describes our experiences of colours, sounds, smells and tactile stimuli 

through which we gain knowledge of the objects that surround us. These experiences 

can elicit both pleasant and unpleasant sensations. Grounded in immediacy and 

empiricism, this type of aesthetic perception is an inevitable part of our organism and 

our experience of the world, as the feelings of pleasure and displeasure can help to 

determine whether something is potentially beneficial or detrimental (ibid). While 

linked to our direct perception of our surroundings, feelings of pleasure and 

displeasure may occur without direct sensuous experience of an object. A 

representation of an object, even an internal representation within our mind, can 

suffice to evoke an emotive sensation. These sensations within the mind therefore 

seem to stand apart from our perception of the empirical world (ibid), in as far as they 

do not directly relate to the material properties of objects and thus cannot serve the 

immediate gratification of our desires.  

For example, smelling or tasting a piece of fruit to assess that it is no longer 

edible is important to save us from falling ill. Feeling that an object is too sharp or too 

hot to touch is an experience that can save lives. These empirical experiences serve 

an immediate, vital purpose. However, engaging with representations of objects or 

events is quite different. The actual experience of a hot, aromatic sip of coffee one 

has been craving all morning is more visceral than the image of a steaming mug that 

instead evokes such an experience without drinking the beverage. The act of drinking 

and tasting has an urgency and fulfils a desire that the imagination cannot provide. 

However, looking at the image of a cup of coffee can allow us to ignore purely 

subjective preferences (after all not everyone appreciates the bitter taste of coffee) 

and thus even someone who dislikes the taste or smell of coffee may be able to 

appreciate its representation (in this case, of a steaming mug). 
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When focused on the appearance of objects, rather than their physical 

existence, our internal sensations can “assume an objective orientation in place of the 

previous subjective orientation” (Welsch 1997: p. 62). This less visceral grounding 

allows for a distance which detaches our experience of the object from subjective, 

immediate desires. Wolfgang Welsch goes on to state: “This cognition-like orientation 

of aisthesis can then consecutively be transferred to the short-range senses” (ibid). 

In other words, these short-range senses, referring to our perceptive experiences 

which serve cognition, can be mediated by the distanced, ‘cognition-like’ long-range 

sensations. We can, for example, have the direct experience of temperature, texture, 

weight etc., but in order to evaluate these, or to know in advance whether they could 

bring us harm or benefit, a certain detachment is necessary. Just as children 

comprehend that Immediate responses, such as fear and desire, are crucial to our 

survival, so does the more developed brain connect the abstract, objective evaluation 

of whether a situation is truly threatening or beneficial to us. The aesthetic includes 

this mediated, less direct experience.  

The Greeks conceived of the same duality within the term aisthesis, 

accounting for both ‘realms’ of experience, each with distinct attributes. As Welsch 

describes it, aisthesis acts as a “double matrix” combining and simultaneously 

separating a hedonistic from a theoretical branch of aesthetics, both emerging from 

one and the same stem (ibid: p. 16). He furthermore states that: “[i]n making clear to 

oneself the different branches of aisthesis […] one can understand both the origin of 

their difference and the mechanism which makes them both members of the array of 

the meanings of ‘aesthetics’” (ibid). This separation between our experience of the 

external world and our internal response to it, between the ‘hedonistic’ and the 

‘theoretical’ senses, has had considerable impact on our understanding of aesthetics 

until today. In fact, the development of aesthetics as a philosophical discipline and, 
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importantly for this chapter, the conception of what we call the fine arts is directly 

related to this differentiation.  

While the term aisthesis originated in ancient Greece, it was in eighteenth 

century Germany that aesthetics rose to prominence as a philosophical discipline in 

its own right (Kutschera 1988: p.1). It was the German philosopher Alexander Gottlieb 

Baumgarten who introduced Ästhetik to the German language in 1735 (Welsch 1997: 

p. 28n). He first lectured on the subject in 1742 and, based on the notebooks from 

these lecture, subsequently published his major work Aesthetica in 1750 (Dagmar 

Mirbach in Baumgarten: p. xviii), followed by a second volume, published in 1758 

(ibid: p. xv). Despite his treatise remaining unfinished (ibid: p. xx), it was hailed as the 

first attempt to formulate a comprehensive programme for a science of sensitive 

cognition (Welsch 1997: p. 8). In contrast to other contemporary thinkers of the 

Enlightenment, Baumgarten saw sensory perception as an important supplement to 

the purely rational, conceptual form of cognition (Kutschera 1988: p. 1).  

In his treatise, Baumgarten argues that sensuous knowledge serves our 

scientific, cognitive processes (Baumgarten 2007: p. 13). Like other aestheticians, he 

was criticised for his theories; his opposition claiming that they would constitute a 

“reinforcement of sensibility” (Welsch 1997: p. 65). Therefore, he had to demonstrate 

that aesthetic sensibility could correspond with the ethical demands of established 

culture at the time (ibid). The understanding was that especially sensuous perception 

could not be trusted, since it would intervene with the faculty of reason and foster 

animalistic desires in men. Thus, Baumgarten begins his treatise by listing the various 

arguments against admitting aesthetics into the field of science (Baumgarten 2007: 

p. 13-17), only to rebuke these objections by, for example, arguing that it is necessary 

to fully assess all our sensory capacities to gain mastery of our senses (Baumgarten 

2007: p. 17). Baumgarten maintained that familiarity with our ‘lower’ senses allowed 
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for mastery over them (rather than tyranny at their mercy) (ibid). He argued that 

instead of forcefully suppressing the senses, one should exercise the sensory process 

(ibid: p. 41). Baumgarten understood and framed aesthetics not as the promotion 

hedonistic desires, but as a means to gain more control over the senses, redirecting 

the urges connected to the ‘lower’ senses towards a more refined spirit (ibid). His 

student Georg Friedrich Meier, too, declared that the lower sensory perceptions 

should be harnessed to such a degree that rational and sensuous knowledge can 

complement each other, allowing for a more perfected cognition (Meier 1748: p. 9). 

Meier, an important professor in his own right, published his Anfangsgründe aller 

Schönen Wissenschaften in 1748: a text in which he translated Baumgarten’s theories 

from Latin to German, while adding his own key examples and considerations 

(Baumgarten 2007: p. 3). By categorising our senses and pleasures into ‘lower’ and 

‘higher’ Baumgarten and Meier depended the original Greek differentiation between 

the two sensory realms: the direct and more ‘animalistic’ hunger of sensations such 

as touch, smell and taste, and the indirect, ‘detached’ side of sight and sound. 

What should also be noted here is that in the works of both German 

aestheticians, perfect sensuous knowledge was equated with beautiful knowledge 

(Baumgarten 2007: p. 21; Meier 1748: p. 38-39). This link between beauty, perfection 

and knowledge is striking, since it was during Baumgarten’s lifetime that beauty 

became a benchmark for the creation of artworks as ‘the fine arts’ emerged (Welsch 

1997: p. 51). The overt appreciation for the creation of material objects for their sheer 

beauty, above their mere purpose (if any) has been relevant in art ever since. Art, as 

a conveyer of beauty and excellence, was deemed suitable to foster the cultivation of 

the ‘higher’ sense capacities and thus ‘elevated’ from everyday life and needs. The 

arts themselves, particularly the visual fine arts, were deemed appropriate for the 

mastery of the ‘lower’ senses and for the cultivation of the ‘higher’ capacities, allowing 
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for the experience of beauty in a detached state of mind.3 The fact that the fine arts, 

with their emphasis on beauty, and the notion of a cultivation of taste rose to 

prominence at the same time as aesthetics became a philosophical discipline is not 

coincidental, and will be relevant again in later discussions. For now, it is important to 

acknowledge that, to this day, the term ‘aesthetic’ is used to denote the experience of 

refined beauty, as well as mundane and superficial experiences that gratify our ‘lower’ 

senses. The fullness of this scope is within the most fundamental sense of aisthesis, 

and does not separate itself from the body it acts upon. In any case, the aesthetic 

experience is an inevitable part of the human condition (Armstrong 2001: p. 2).  

In Undoing Aesthetics, Welsch discusses the semantics of aesthetics while 

simultaneously pointing out that these considerations directly relate to identify the 

differences between the superficial and the deeper processes of aestheticization 

(Welsch 1997: p. 1). He introduces three qualitative facets of the aesthetic. The first 

is the artistic meaning, specifically pertaining to artistic creations and our evaluation 

and appreciation of artworks in a social context (ibid: p. 34). The second is the 

aisthetic meaning, referring to the sensuous and cognitive forms of aesthetic 

experiences, which are not explicitly connected to art (ibid: p. 35). The third he calls 

the callistic meaning, relating the aesthetic explicitly to the sensation of beauty and 

combining the artistic with the aisthetic meaning (ibid). To this he adds:  

Other aspects which we associate with the term ‘aesthetic’ can effortlessly be 
added to this third element of meaning, in which beauty stands in the 
foreground: aspects of reforming, of cultivation, of refinement, of artificiality. 

                                                
3 This is the argument Immanuel Kant famously brought forth in his Critique of Judgment, 
when he stated that aesthetic judgments, (i.e. judgments of taste and the pleasure of beauty) 
are only possible in a disinterested state of mind (Kant 2011: p. 79). Disinterestedness, i.e. 
not to have an interest in the physical existence of the object one is judging, is necessary to 
guarantee that personal preferences (which can only be subjective) cannot interfere with a 
judgment that others ought to be able to agree with and that can claim what Kant calls 
subjective universality (ibid: p. 81). Though Kant’s theory was focused on beauty in relation to 
our experience of nature, his theory provided the basis for aesthetic theories, such as Friedrich 
Schiller’s aesthetic education, which placed a higher value in the aesthetic experiences 
derived from artistic creation and the appreciation of beauty in art. This will be discussed in 
the following chapter. 
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Besides which, beauty is not traditionally the noble predicate of art. A tendency 
towards the constriction to the beautiful exists only so long as you cling to 
comprehensibility for the senses as the definiens of the aesthetic. But art has 
always sought to transcend the power of the senses to comprehend – therein 
lies the significance of the category of the sublime. (Welsch 1997: p. 35) 
 

After invoking the sublime within this third facet of the aesthetic, Welsch comes to call 

this third meaning the callistic-sublime. This third meaning acknowledges the 

complexity of the aesthetics, at once being closely linked to the creation of artworks 

and simultaneously emphasising the striving for transcendence through art and 

beyond sensory comprehension. This process of striving towards a ‘beyond’, relates 

to a cultivation and reformation not limited to but explicitly including artistic practices 

and the appreciation of the arts. Welsch emphasises here that the arts in particular 

(assuming he means the fine arts) have always sought to transgress that which can 

be sensed. Hence, beauty as a predicate for the arts would be too restrictive. It is the 

sublime, or rather the beautiful-sublime, which allows for the kind of experience that 

transcends comprehension, and most refines the merit of aestheticization.  

While beauty is commonly associated with harmony and balance, the sublime 

is generally understood as a disruption of this harmony. In fact, the term ‘sublime’ has 

its origin in the compounding of the Latin prefix ‘sub’ for ‘up to’ and the noun ‘limen’ 

for ‘boundary’ or ‘limit’ (Shaw 2006: p. 1). ‘Sublime’ literally translates into ‘up to the 

limit’. The first written instance of the ‘sublime’ appeared in Peri Hypsos (On the 

Sublime) by the Greek critic Longinus (ibid: p. 4). This treatise was mainly concerned 

with the sublime as an art of rhetoric (Longinus 1890: p. 2-3) but made the crucial 

distinction that one of the sublime’s essential qualities was to take the reader out of 

himself (ibid), i.e. to push the experiencing subject out of their own boundaries. More 

recent philosophers such, as Byung-Chul Han have pointed out that Longinus had not 

yet distinguished the beautiful from the sublime (Han 2015a: p. 25). Indeed, especially 

in his passages on the elevating sensations arising from music, Longinus speaks of 
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the beautiful and the sublime as if beauty was part of the even greater feeling of the 

sublime (Longinus 1890: p. 74). The separation between the two aesthetic categories 

‘beauty’ and ‘sublimity’ emerged later, in the aesthetic treatises of Edmund Burke and 

Immanuel Kant (Han 2015a: p. 26-29). Post Burke and Kant, the sublime is often seen 

in contrast to the beautiful: where beauty is considered to be ‘only’ pleasurable, the 

sublime is understood as a simultaneous feeling of pleasure and pain, or pleasure 

deriving from pain, which arises when we are confronted with an experience that lies 

beyond our conventional capability of understanding (Shaw 2006: p. 2).  

Edmund Burke describes the sublime as a kind of terror that arises with the 

fear of impending death (Burke 1770: p. 99), only to be relieved by the fact that we 

are still alive (Lyotard 1991: p. 99). While, in The Philosophical Enquiry Into the Origin 

of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, Burke generally projects that it is possible 

to single out objective attributes of the sublime, e.g. obscurity, vastness, infinity, 

power (Burke 1770: p. 99-131), Immanuel Kant’s theory eventually denies that the 

material object itself possesses any sublime qualities (Majetschak 2007: p. 251). In 

his analysis of the sublime Kant writes: 

We see from this at once that we express ourselves entirely incorrectly when 
we call this or that object of nature sublime, even though we may quite 
correctly call a great many natural objects beautiful; for how can we call 
something by a term of approval if we apprehend it as in itself 
contrapurposive? Instead, all we are entitled to say is that the object is suitable 
for exhibiting a sublimity that can be found in the mind. For what is sublime, in 
the proper meaning of the term, cannot be contained in any sensible form but 
concerns only ideas of reason, which, though they cannot be exhibited 
adequately, are aroused and called to mind by this very inadequacy, which 
can be exhibited in sensibility. (Kant 1987: p. 99) 
 

His focus is on the immaterial, subjective feeling of sublimity and on our mind’s 

capacity to rise above nature by way of reason, thus giving us a reassuring feeling 

after the initial shock of nature’s overpowering might (ibid: p. 135-136). What both 

Burke and Kant assign to the sublime is the shock of a suspension of our life powers. 

However, while the former lists objective attributes to which he assigns sublime 
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qualities, the latter emphasises that the sublime is precisely not to be found in material 

form. 

Postmodern theories about the sublime tend to focus on the relation between 

material and immaterial matter (Shaw 2006: p. 130). This is a tension that frequently 

arises with aesthetics: immaterial, subjective pleasure and its relation to the material, 

objective world. Especially concerning the creation of art objects (the way matter is 

treated and the technique that is used) and the pleasure or displeasure resulting from 

this engagement with matter plays a crucial role. After all, the visual arts generally 

rely on representation by means of various materials in one way or another. The 

elusivity of the sublime has given rise to much debate on its relationship to beauty: 

from the distinction between the two, as questioned by current philosophers such as 

Byung-Chul Han (Han 2015a: p. 25) to the conception of aesthetic education. The 

German concept of Bildung suggests a close interrelation between beauty and the 

sublime, as I will elaborate later in this chapter. At this juncture, it is important to 

understand that Welsch’s callistic-sublime is both a reforming and cultivation as well 

as a transcending experience that challenges our limits of comprehension, and a form 

of cultivation; a means of reformation. How then, does the third meaning of the 

aesthetic – and indeed each of Welsch’s meanings (the artistic, the aisthetic, and the 

callistic-sublime) – figure into the concept of aestheticization?  

Recalling that aestheticization may be defined as the processing of sensory 

experiences that range from accommodating our base appetites to elevating our 

scope for rational and beyond-rational understanding, it is also literally, the process 

of recognising or eliciting an object’s appeal. The most basic use of course is as a 

superficial process pertaining only to our perceptual faculties and to the 

embellishment of our surroundings: making them more gratifying, ‘easy on the eye’ 

and readily consumable. An aestheticization of this kind would imply an increasing 
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sensibility for hedonistic pleasures and the stimulation of the ‘lower senses’. It has 

little to do with our understanding of abstract beauty in the arts, much less the fine 

arts; it would only corrupt their aim to strive for abstract notions of excellence and 

beauty. This superficial aestheticization dismisses ethical considerations in favour of 

beautified (and commodified) marketing strategy (Welsch, 1997: p. 3-4). For example, 

the visual appeal of a meal becomes more important than the question of its nutritional 

value, or the image of a company might become more important than the working 

conditions of its employees. An aestheticization of this kind is easy to demonise for 

its obvious and extreme pitfalls, muddying the ideal of the pursuit of beauty with the 

pursuit of a quick and sensuous gratification. In short, it encourages us to follow selfish 

goals rather than moral laws. 

Secondly, one can think of an aestheticization process which would refer to a 

refinement of our ‘higher senses’, detached from sensuous objects and removed from 

natural instincts and personal inclinations. There can be a problematic element to this 

development, too, insofar as a sole focus on these ‘more refined’ pleasures can lead 

to self-centredness and a lack of concern for real life problems. Although this kind of 

aestheticization may not evoke the egoistical dangers of marketing to sensory 

gluttony, its lofty remoteness from our everyday surroundings could lead to a state of 

mind in which the outside world is of little importance. This kind of inward emigration 

will come up again in the later discussion of positive liberty and Isaiah Berlin’s 

arguments against the stoic retreating into one’s own ‘inner citadel’ (Berlin 2002b: p. 

182-183). However, this ‘higher’ form of aestheticization could also ameliorate the 

individual in that it fosters a useful distancing from the 'lower senses', allowing for a 

level of reflection and detachment that is a necessary restraint within our society. 

Moreover, the manufacture of an elevated, dissociative aesthetic could arguably lead 
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to a cultivation of taste, heightening our sensibility for true beauty and the appreciation 

of art. 

The third way to think of an aestheticization is to understand it as a deep-

seated process which not only seeks to pursue harmony and beauty but self-

transcendence. It is this third aestheticization of objects and experiences that most 

linked – but not limited to – the appreciation of art. This kind of aestheticization 

suggests a meaningful, perhaps transformative effect on an individual. This is where 

the concepts of beauty and sublimity become important again. Following Welsch’s 

description of the third point of reference of the aesthetic, i.e. the callistic-sublime, 

both the ‘lower’ and the ‘higher’ capacities of aisthesis meet in the creation and 

appreciation of art, while simultaneously seeking to transcend art itself in the quest 

for a beautiful-sublime experience. The term ‘callistic’ refers to the Greek term kalos, 

commonly translated as ‘beautiful’ but, also “extend[ing] beyond aesthetic beauty to 

include what we might call moral beauty as well” (Paxson 1985: p. 77). In this 

framework, the beautiful-sublime describes experiences of pleasure and displeasure 

as part of our physical engagement with the world that, intriguingly, bring us to the 

brink of understanding that same world and our place in it. It challenges our intellectual 

abilities as well as our sensory capacities. The deep and transformational process it 

sets in motion is not merely a superficial pleasure-seeking quest, but a conscious 

engagement with the limits of our being’s comprehension.  

Moreover, the quality of the callistic-sublime draws upon both the perceptual 

and emotional effects of aesthetic as fundamental elements in understanding our 

reality. Both the creation of art and its appreciation can ground us in this way. Hence, 

beauty is not only a matter of aesthetic judgment, it is also part of the creative act and 

at the centre of a transformative experience necessary for (sometimes painful) 

individual growth and our ability to differentiate reality from falsehood; truth from 
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deceit. Beauty’s aesthetic connection to the sublime allows for an experience of a 

reciprocal process of momentarily losing oneself in that which is alien and other, only 

to reflect upon oneself, becoming fully conscious of both one’s power and impotence.  

In context of Welsch’s deliberations about the transformative power of the 

callistic-sublime and its relation to the arts, it becomes clear that aesthetic 

experiences are not merely superficial but complex, self- and reality-shaping 

experiences. The concept of a deep-seated aestheticization refers to precisely the 

kind of transformation that has the power to shake the frameworks of worldly 

understanding, by pushing the (singular) self beyond its confines. This allows not only 

for a shift in our appreciation of pleasure, (past the merely gratifying) but also initiates 

a shift in our understanding of reality. Welsch writes that, with Kant’s affirmation that 

we can only ever know appearances and that the things-in-themselves are not 

revealed to us (Kant 1929: p. 24), a door was opened for the epistemological 

significance of aesthetics to be reckoned with (Welsch 1997: p. 38-39). This can 

radically change our understanding of reality, allowing us to see reality as a 

construction through creative and aesthetic process, rather than predetermined and 

unchangeable. This understanding of reality (i.e. a reality in which the appearance is 

verified, where the object cannot be) makes way for Friedrich Nietzsche’s contention 

that our reality is ultimately an aesthetic one (Welsch 1997: p. 37). 

Yet, long before arriving at Nietzsche’s radical aestheticism and before 

aesthetics became a philosophical discipline in its own right, it was understood that 

visual appearances could be as consequential (indeed, sometimes more real) than 

their respective objects and concepts. Plato was made famous for his argument that 

visual appearances, i.e. images, could not disclose truth since they only mirror reality 

(Plato 1991: p. 279). Images were considered as removed from reality and therefore 

deceitful; image makers or imitators were considered to understand nothing of what 
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is but only of what looks like it is (ibid: p. 284). Thus, imitators (poets included) could 

lead people astray from a striving for goodness and virtue, as they appeal to a side 

within men that may be fooled and so sated (ibid: p. 289). The misrepresentation of 

gods was of particular concern to Plato (ibid). To him (as to Greek culture) beauty 

was not just considered an aesthetic appearance but linked to virtue and godliness 

(ibid: p. 59; 124). In other words, a striving for virtue coincided with a striving for beauty 

and for a god-like ideal of perfection, since god is not “wanting in beauty” (ibid: p. 59). 

Iris Murdoch draws on Plato to point out that beauty (she does not mention the 

sublime) is an occasion for this ‘unselfing’ process (Murdoch 1985: p. 84).4 She also 

emphasises that beyond aesthetic pleasure, beauty also carries virtue (ibid: p. 85) 

and that beauty and the good are cut from the same cloth, thus linking the aesthetic 

tightly to matters of ethical concern. She goes on to admit that the case of art is more 

complex, since a great deal of art is, she presumes, for easy consumption that may 

not allow for more than a shallow experience (ibid). Yet, when confronted with good 

art, we are awarded with the experience of pure excellence, entirely detached from 

selfish obsessions (ibid). According to Murdoch, beauty can bring about this 

experience “partly by virtue of something it shares with nature: a perfection of form 

which invites unpossessive contemplation and resists absorption into the selfish 

dream life of the consciousness” (ibid: p. 85-86). As stated above, she does not 

address the concept of the sublime in her text, but her description of the experience 

of beauty bears similar attributes to the sublime insofar as both offer self-revealing, 

profound experiences with the potential to alter the fabric of our consciousness. 

Murdoch’s concept of (naturally good, unselfish and challenging) beauty puts us in a 

                                                
4 The term ‘unselfing’ is of interest here, since it suggests precisely the kind of experience that 
challenges the self to go beyond its own limitations. Understood in this sense, beauty is akin 
to the liminal experience of the sublime.  
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position outside ourselves, where egoism subsides and we – as creators and 

spectators – can follow a more universal virtue: the good.  

It is in this context that the concepts of paideia and aestheticization meet. In 

the sense of a callistic-sublime experience that challenges the boundaries of the self 

and our conception of reality, aestheticization represents a process of cultivation and 

self-growth that shares similarities with the character-forming experience of paideia, 

i.e. an education and self-development aiming at arete (excellence). The 

differentiating factor is the question of what role the arts should play in this process. 

Since paideia was an important aspect in the upbringing of the young, future leaders 

of the ancient Greek polis, including the arts as part of this education was a 

controversial topic, given the threat of artistic falsehood, and its corruption. The 

callistic-sublime aestheticization process, as described by Welsch, explicitly links art 

to the ‘unselfing’ effects of aesthetic experience. The Germans would go on to 

engender this consideration with their concept of Bildung: a direct successor to the 

concept of paideia. The following paragraphs will outline the connections between 

aesthetics, paideia and perfection to show that it is perfection itself which renders 

aesthetics and paideia vulnerable for ideological misuse. First, the semantic 

complexity of paideia and its origins in antiquity will be addressed. Any attempt to 

define paideia, roughly understood as education, raises the question of what 

disciplines were or were not eligible for inclusion within its practice. The extent to 

which the arts can play a beneficial or harmful role was of particular debate between 

ancient Greek scholars, and central to paideia’s definition. Moreover, as a striving for 

arete (excellence) paideia had considerable impact on paradigms of education across 

Western Europe, and received special attention in German philosophy. For the 

Germans, excellence played a role in the revival of an admiration for Greek culture, 

first during eighteenth century Classicism and again at the beginning of the twentieth 
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century. It was in this latter context that the scholar Werner Jaeger assessed paideia 

in his writings about culture and the political development of the state. His 

comprehensive treatise (titled Paideia) was written in praise of the concept, proposing 

a close kinship between Greek and occidental culture and history (Jaeger 1954: pp. 

3-4). Most significantly, Jaeger places paideia at the heart of this cultural inheritance, 

and links the Greek conception of education directly to the German notion of Bildung 

(ibid: p. 5).  

Jaeger argued that Greek culture was superior due to its manifestation of a 

time-transcending ideal of humanity (ibid), and that by extension, German culture 

should also be seen as the formation of superior human beings (ibid). It is Jaeger’s 

particular emphasis on the organic conception of a political state (ibid: p. 2) in which 

a perfected society would arise through the formative union of education with politics 

and perfection. His attention to the arts, specifically the bildenden Künste5 is of 

importance here. Jaeger makes a case for the visual arts as a key element in paideia 

and for aesthetic sensibility as a precondition of perfecting human society. His 

treatment of paideia as an ideal of a perfected society (rather than a constant 

reconfiguration) is precisely what allows for the concept’s misappropriation for political 

purposes. As Jaeger rightfully emphasises, it is in paideia that the interconnection 

between the arts and aesthetics, politics and the creation of social norms culminates 

(ibid: p. 18). Yet, his conception of Greek culture and the ‘natural drive’ to form 

ourselves into perfected human beings prioritises the pursuit of an ideal culture over 

its individual subjects. Paideia as the strive for a beautiful, faultless endpoint can 

easily seduce its disciples away from ethical considerations, as well as the original 

utility of paideia as a tool for virtue and goodness. In order to understand how the 

                                                
5 Bildende Künste can be translated as fine arts. However, this does not convey the meaning 
of the word bildend which both entails an ‘educational’ and ‘cultivating’ element, as well as a 
focus on das Bild (the image), i.e. the pictorial or visual arts. 
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much-admired concept paideia can become its own undoing, we must first, explore 

its various translations. 

 

1.2. Paideia, perfectionism, the good and the beautiful 
 
As Jaś Elsner writes, a clean-cut definition of the concept of paideia may not be 

possible and in fact, we may never fully grasp what the original meaning of the term 

(Elsner 2013: p. 151). Nevertheless, it may be the term’s rich semantic meaning and 

its ambiguities that account for the fact that paideia retains its philosophical heft. 

Amongst the various translations we find ‘culture’, ‘cultivation’, ‘civilisation’, 

‘education’, ‘formation’, ‘transformation’ ’development’, ‘tradition’ and even ‘literature’ 

(Jaeger 1961; Paxson 1985; Chokr 2009; Thomson 2010; Fleming 2012; Elsner 

2013). Whichever of these translations best represents the idea, we can safely 

assume that paideia was integral to Greek culture and to the polis. Paideia offered a 

system that (amongst other things) educated noblemen in aspects of literature and 

music and to strive for physical fitness (Paxson 1985: p. 67-68), in order to become 

formidable leaders for society. This training and syllabus encompassed geometry and 

arithmetic as well as rhetoric and dialectic (Blank 2009: p. 216). Music was allowed 

to be part of paideia, since its rhythm is based on numeric systems, inherently linking 

it to mathematics, which Plato positioned as the most highly regarded techne 

(Murdoch, 1985: p. 89). Prior to Plato, the Pythagoreans thought that music could 

reveal a divine harmony (Tatarkiewicz 1972: p. 167). While most scholars agree that 

the Greeks saw merit in aesthetic disciplines, it is still debated whether, or to what 

extent paideia included the visual arts (Paxson 1985: p. 68).  

Considering Plato’s famous argument that imitations, i.e. images, are three 

times removed from the truth (Plato 1991: p. 285) and are therefore deceiving and 

can only misrepresent the virtue and beauty of gods, it would make sense to exclude 
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the visual arts, such as painting, drawing or sculpture. Yet, Aristotle later distinguished 

between two different kinds of (what we today might call) artistic paideia. One included 

the visual arts, recognizing their useful and with a practical purpose; the other one 

emphasised a liberal and noble education through the muses, whose domains 

included gymnastics, poetry, rhythm and music, and was thought to be the dominion 

of aristocrats (Paxson 1985: p. 72), who had no obligation to manual labour. Both 

conceptions, however, promoted the notion of excellence, i.e. arete. Arete is what 

noblemen and future guardians were expected to strive for, while “[p]aideia was the 

education through which arete was fostered” (ibid). It is not surprising that the views 

towards arts became more inclusive with time and tinkering: Plato may have been 

opposed to allowing the visual arts within the canon of paideia, but his pupil Aristotle 

suggested that at least some aspects of the visual arts could be educational, 

promoting greater observance of the beauty of human form (Aristotle 1999: p. 83). As 

Thomas Paxson points out, even if the activity of producing images and beautiful 

artefacts was not directly included in Aristotle’s understanding of paideia, the visual 

appreciation of them was (Paxson 1985: p. 72). This nevertheless leads Paxson to 

question how much (and in what way) the visual appreciation of images could truly 

foster arete (ibid). The seemingly endless iterations of the debating the capacity of 

the aesthetic senses under scrutiny to harm to or support the pursuit of goodness and 

virtue is something to be kept in mind for the following paragraphs.  

No matter which training is included in the educational programme, the 

underlying concern is the pursuit of virtue and the good. As Jaś Elsner puts it: “[…] 

paideia has no defined propositional meaning in its usual usage save as the ideal goal 

of an educational process and the description of that process as ‘a good in itself’” 

(Elsner 2013: p. 151). Paideia, as a continuously ongoing educational process rather 

than a process to be completed, carries an indeterminacy that is also ascribed to the 
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good (Murdoch, 1985: p. 98). This similarity of form and purpose has led to a 

conflation of the two pursuits: paideia itself can or should be seen as ‘a good in itself’ 

or even ‘the good in itself’. Hans-Georg Gadamer pointed out in Truth and Method 

(1960) that to kalon (the good) is “everything that the Greeks reckon as part of paideia” 

(Gadamer 2006: p. 472). In other words, paideia was very much a pursuit of 

excellence beyond mere appearance. As discussed above, Plato construed beauty 

as also meaning goodness and virtue. His conception of beauty goes beyond 

pleasure and surpasses even the splendour of knowledge and truth (Plato 1991: p. 

189). This seems to be at odds with any constraint by the limits of physicality, 

materiality and visual representation. Now, what role does techne play in the context 

of paideia? 

The term techne generally refers to a skill or craft (Parry 2014). Techne can 

be described as “production according to the rule” or more actively as “organized 

knowledge and procedure applied for the purpose of producing a specific 

preconceived result” (Osborne 1981: p. 8). Rules and results by nature invite 

associations with the notion of perfection (ibid). This association toward a perfected 

end can be troublesome, as techne also “cover[s] any skilled activity with its rules of 

operation, the knowledge of which is acquired by training” (ibid). Like paideia, the 

Greek concept of techne is replete with connotation, pertaining not only to the creation 

of physical objects but also to physical training and to abstract disciplines such as 

mathematics. In simple terms, techne is the skilled activity acquired in the process of 

education, i.e. in the pursuit of excellence. Hence, when applied to the production of 

a material object, techne may lead to a determinate outcome and a preconceived 

result, as Osborne writes. The very determinacy of a result as a ‘perfected’ product of 

applied rules, however, varies with the purpose that this end-product is tasked to 

successfully fulfil. One may perfect an acrobatic maneuver, but this is not true of all 
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disciplines. Iris Murdoch gives the example of learning a language, such as Russian 

(Murdoch 1985: p. 89). The process of studying and the gaining of a new skill and 

knowledge is then the reward and a virtue in itself (ibid) with possibly endless room 

for growth. Learning is an open, never-ending process and the notion of perfection 

can only be applied to it as a constant ‘striving for perfection’ through despite its 

inevitable unattainableness.  

This difference between techne as a skill applied to physical matter versus 

techne as an immaterial skill is fundamental in later considerations of the bildenden 

Künste (educational arts, or forming arts). As Jean-François Lyotard points out, the 

notion of a perfectable treatment of any given material to create a perfected object 

became popular with the rise of the fine arts and their academies (Lyotard 1991: p. 

96). Thus, with the emergence of the fine arts, the visual arts gained prestige as a 

discipline, with the tangible opportunity to apply correctable artistic techne in the 

service of perfected works of beauty. While art is subjective in both creation and 

appreciation, both can be objectified and made seemingly objective. The sublime 

quality of art was fused immovably to its rigour, and thus perfection came to be the 

overriding attribute for the arts. Imperfections (which are inevitably part of matter and 

our material world) are still to be eradicated wherever possible in order to achieve the 

perfect sculpture, painting, building etc., representing something that defies 

representation. However, as Murdoch points out: “It is an empirical fact about human 

nature that this attempt [to achieve good as a transcendent ideal] cannot be entirely 

successful” (Murdoch 1985: p. 93). The role of the arts was the pivot point around 

which Western education turned: from one extreme with their initial rejection into 

paideia during antiquity, to the complete opposite and emphasis by the eighteenth 

century. By this time, the arts were considered a primary stakeholder in the betterment 



 22 

and cultivation of society; the transcendent quality that Plato had assigned to beauty 

beyond materiality was now sought in the formation of sensible matter. 

It is not surprising then that the concept of paideia received not one 

renaissance, but two. During the period of German Classicism and then again in 

Werner Jaeger’s treatise of the same title, aesthetics and the arts played a prominent 

role in conceptions of the state and in regard to freedom. In fact, Jaeger’s writings 

propagate paideia in direct relation to the bildende Künste – and as the ultimate path 

to a more cultivated, perfected and ultimately free society. By not only including the 

visual arts, but placing them at the centre of an ideal education, Jaeger strongly links 

the Greek concept of paideia with the German notion of Bildung. Bildung, as I will 

discuss in more detail in Chapter Two, derives from the German word Bild (image) 

and is also rich in connotations. What is important to keep in mind for the following 

paragraphs is that the deep connection that Jaeger argues exists between paideia 

and Bildung is to be found in an aesthetic sensibility that, as he claims, is shared by 

Greek and German cultures and based on the ability to see the structure of a whole 

entity and not only its particulars (Jaeger 1954: p. 11). 

In beginning the first volume of Paideia, Jaeger starts by stating that all 

humans, in order to survive and maintain their own species, have used reason and 

willpower in accordance with a certain determination or purpose (ibid: p. 1-2). In other 

words, he connects the survival of the human species to a teleological development, 

i.e. the striving for an ultimate end that is inherent to the organism.6 He hones in on 

education7 as the most crucial link between the individual subject and society as a 

whole (ibid: p. 2), since education, for Jaeger, fosters an appreciation of values which 

                                                
6 This ‘end’ can be understood as ‘purpose’, but it also invokes associations with an end of 
life and the finality of human existence. 
7 Interestingly, in the first volume of Paideia, Jaeger starts by using the German word 
Erziehung, only to state a few pages later that it is term Bildung which more accurately relates 
to the meaning of paideia (Jaeger 1954: p. 12).  
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service both state and social norms (ibid). As such, education can ward off the 

destruction of values and norms – a destruction which, Jaeger contends, is dangerous 

to any given society as it brings about insecurity and instability (ibid).  

It is especially in ancient Greek culture and its conception of education that Jaeger 

sees the origins of human progress and the spiritual origin of Western European 

cultures (Jaeger 1954: p. 3). This, he states, is deeply connected to a specific kind of 

Geschichtsverständnis (understanding of history) which is rooted in a spiritual 

connectedness of tribes and people and the only possible way to gain a historical 

understanding from within, creatively affecting each other (ibid: p. 4-5). He claims that 

this is the case in the deep-rooted connection between ancient Greece and occidental 

Europe from which an organic conception of history arises (ibid: p. 5). The key link 

between the two is education, or paideia, which is most appropriately captured in the 

German term Bildung (ibid: p. 12), as an expression of human will and to its pursuit 

of a bleibende Form (an eternal form) (ibid: p. 5). Jaeger goes on to equate paideia 

with culture or cultivation, not in the ‘recent’ anthropological sense, but as a process 

in which a Kulturidee (idea of culture) becomes a Kulturwelt (a cultural world) (ibid: p. 

6). In other words, culture, for Jaeger is first and foremost an idea from which cultural 

life and artistic practice originates. He criticises the dilution of this precise 

understanding of culture into an anthropological concept that may be applied to any 

given cultural tribe (ibid: p. 4). For him Chinese, Jewish or Egyptian societies are 

essentially different in their approach to education, without regard for what Jaeger 

describes as the profound educational approach that the Greek bequeathed their 

European brethren (ibid: p. 6). While rich with their own educational programmes, 

such Eastern cultures lack the Grecian ideal of a unifying culture, or cultivated ethos. 

Culture in the sense of Bildung or paideia, for Jaeger, is the manifestation of an idea 
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that culminates in a conscious creative principle (ibid: p. 7) under which a whole 

people can be subsumed.   

Modern individualism and its equation with freedom are foreign to the early 

concepts of functional culture. The aim of a Greek nobleman, for example, was to 

become conscious of the objective norms and laws originating from the community 

within which it was a subject, and to recognise the “inherent lawfulness of all things” 

[my translation]8 as freedom (ibid: p. 9). In other words, the individual absorbs the 

norms of the community as its own in a natural and free manner. The Greeks, as 

Jaeger writes, had a natural inclination for this development and their concept of 

nature derived from their specific frame of mind (ibid). Indeed, Jaeger emphasises 

that it is sight as the most organic sense which fosters the development of such 

peaceful conventional wisdom. He contends that the Greeks’ ability to discern single 

elements as part of a whole (ibid: p. 9-10) is the reason for their aesthetic 

predisposition. As individuals working to benefit the whole community, whose 

education involved a variety of discipline with a united ideal, the ancient Greeks 

developed a drive for artistic creation in all areas of life, i.e. thinking, speaking, acting, 

allowing them to see the interconnected natural and organic structures of being (ibid: 

p. 10).9  

In other words, Jaeger interprets Greek culture and paideia as a cultivation of 

both body and mind that is fundamentally reliant on visual perception. Thus, the visual 

arts, or rather bildende Künste (from their building, to forming and shaping capacities), 

are placed at the very centre of Jaeger’s conception of paideia. Poetry and literature, 

he claims, resemble the same building structures as those of architecture, with 

                                                
8 Original: “[…] in den Dingen liegende Gesetzmäßigkeit” 
9 Original: “Der Trieb des griechischen Geistes nach bewusster Erfassung der Gesetze der 
Wirklichkeit, der sich auf allen Gebieten des Lebens sich offenbart, im Denken, Reden, 
Handeln wie in allen Arten künstlerischen Gestaltens, hängt mit diesem Blick für die natürliche, 
gewachsene, ursprüngliche, organishce Struktur des Seins zusammen.“ 
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plasticity and formal principles that parallel those of the visual art (ibid: p. 10). For 

Jaeger, thinking, speaking and any logical, grammatical or rhetorical abstraction is 

inherently linked to the artistic act of creation (ibid: p. 11), stemming from a natural 

sensibility for visualisation (ibid: p. 10). In fact, philosophy and art are, according to 

Jaeger, urverwandt (related on a primal level) as they both rely on the rational element 

of thought and the element of seeing things in their entirety (ibid: p. 11). 

It is this Formtrieb (form drive) that Jaeger deems essential for the constitution 

of the polis, and it is through education that this drive to build and create can shape 

an entire people (ibid: p. 12). Living human beings, too, can then be regarded as 

artworks, moulded and shaped by education – and this too is seen as a collective 

process and, through education their moulding and shaping is possible. The creative 

act is not only performed as the pursuit of an individual, but within the larger, organic 

structure of society and in accordance with its natural norms, laws, and inherent 

purposes, following the inherent purpose of the people. It is precisely the term 

Bildung, Jaeger argues, which conveys this progression of humans following their 

natural ideal image, including both artistic and physical acts of creation and the 

internal normative image or idea from which it originates (Jaeger, 1954: p. 12-13). 

The achievement of Greek culture and philosophy was not the discovery of the 

individual subject but the reaching of awareness of the universal laws of humanity 

(ibid: p. 13) and subsequently passing them on to later civilisations. The humanism 

central to this conception of Bildung is, crucially, not based on any notion of 

individualism, but a broader favouring of the perfectable human being in the context 

of a natural progress towards ultimate unity. 

It is through paideia, where the human ideal becomes more important than the 

individual (ibid: p. 14). He acknowledges that, during German Classicism and during 



 26 

the Goethezeit,10 first attempts had been made to follow such an ideal, but he argues 

that this remained a purely aesthetic endeavour (ibid). While the aesthetic condition 

is a necessary precondition for the pursuit of truth and beauty, it is ultimately the 

political human being which is exemplified by the monuments erected to represent 

the state (ibid: p. 16). The aesthetic state is to be overcome to reach a state of 

universality (ibid: p. 17). This should allow for an inner freedom in which the individual 

finds itself as a perfectly fitting element of the organic structure of the whole. To this 

political end, Jaeger makes a point of grounding the Bildner and the Dichter (the visual 

artist and the poet) in the formulae of paideia. While conceding that in ancient Greece 

poetry and music, may have been favoured over the visual arts he contends that it is 

in the notion of paideia where both the Bildner and the Dichter (the visual artist and 

the poet) and both Greek and German aesthetic studies are united (ibid: p. 18).  

Jaeger’s conception of paideia was that of an ideal to be realised by the drive 

to create and to mould humanity in accordance with a perfected ideal. Even though 

paideia should be regarded as ‘a good in itself’, its implicit invitation to strive for 

excellence is what invites impossible obsessions with perfection and the pursuit of an 

ideal image rather than the quest for virtue. To see paideia as a means to an end 

fosters the hope that this end will someday, somehow be achieved and that it will 

result in a peak of possibilities (Komel 2008: p. 114).11 It is true that the notion of a 

telos, which also includes the notion of a moral end (Blank 2009: p. 219), seems to 

                                                
10 Goethezeit is the term referring to the lifetime of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) 
and coincides with the lifetime of Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805), who also shared a deep 
friendship. This will be relevant again in the following chapter on the aesthetic theories of 
Schiller. 
11 As I will discuss in Chapter Six, Jean Baudrillard takes issue with the notion of reaching this 
alleged end and with calling upon all your resources (Baudrillard 1994b: p. 101). For him, the 
very idea that this end has been achieved is precisely due to a mania for perfection (ibid). 
What will also become relevant are the opposing views of Arthur C. Danto and Baudrillard. 
The former, following a Hegelian route, claims that in accordance with the spirit’s telos, art has 
reached its end and has become philosophical. The latter contends that this end has led to a 
dissemination of art which has made the very concept null (Baudrillard 2005: p. 27).  
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be inextricably linked to paideia. Arete, i.e. excellence and virtue are used as paideia’s 

two main objectives. However, it is precisely the ethical demand to become good and 

virtuous that has turned into the modern demand for freedom and the command to 

follow a creative drive, at all costs. This is what makes Jaeger’s conception of paideia 

problematic, as he clearly sees the political implementation of striving for an ideal of 

a perfected people as more important than individual needs or the that of cultures 

which are ‘less developed’.  

While the concept of paideia described a development towards what is 

excellent, good and beautiful, Jaeger stresses that the aesthetic indeterminacy of 

beauty is to be overcome in favour of the perfected state in which society becomes a 

unified organic entity, and thus a perfected artwork. Jaeger’s argument is significant, 

since perfectionism in the creation of artworks may not bear any dangers, but 

perfectionism in political terms certainly does. It is dangerous to see human beings 

as artworks to be formed and moulded in accordance with an ideal image because it 

makes them a means to an end, and creates a rift between that which is perfect, and 

that which is seen as less than perfect. As we shall see, this notion of the state as an 

aesthetically streamlined, organic, living organism, i.e. a state that seems to naturally 

present all its intricate parts as one (perfected) unit, had already gained momentum 

in the heyday of the conception of an aesthetic state in eighteenth century German 

philosophy. Jaeger laments that the political implementation of these newly 

discovered aesthetic ideals had not taken place (or were not taken far enough), when 

the conception of an aesthetic state and citizenry first bloomed in Germany. It was 

already during Kant’s lifetime that aesthetics not only rose to prominence as a 

philosophical discipline, but that the notion of aesthetic education became popular 

and that freedom and sovereign moral choice, i.e. autonomy, began to override a 

rather loosely defined ideal of goodness (Murdoch 1985: p. 80-81). 
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Ultimately, the notion that education is fundamental to any socio-political 

development within society is as such not controversial. To raise individuals who, 

through training, acquire skills (techne) that allow them to strive for moral and physical 

excellence (arete), is an integral part for the development of any cultured society. It is 

the ideologisation of education and the pursuit of a specific goal (telos) which allows 

for concepts such as paideia to become a means to an end rather than an end in-

itself. In this, the arts and art education have been turned into a means for aesthetic-

political goals rather than the pursuit of virtue and goodness. This shift is driven by 

ideals of perfection, to be realised in ultimate freedom, and as such is quite different 

from the inevitably unattainable notion of beauty and perfection that one ought to 

pursue. Jaeger’s praise of paideia as a distinguishing feature of both Greek and 

German cultures, and as an ultimately political process towards an ideal of freedom 

that lies in the perfection of mankind cannot avoid direct associations with Friedrich 

Schiller’s writings on aesthetic education. Even though Schiller never uses the Greek 

term and refers to aesthetic education as ästhetische Erziehung (rather than Bildung) 

his theoretical elaborations on the different drives and the free political state as an 

artwork resonate with Jaeger’s treatise. Schiller, as I see it, represents an optimistic 

hope that aesthetic education could lead to freedom. He embodies the Classical 

period that Jaeger criticised for not being ‘political enough’, even though Schiller 

certainly was anything but apolitical (as I will discuss in the following chapter). It is 

certainly no coincidence that the organic conception of the state, which goes back to 

Greek political thought (Jaeger 1961: p. 19) occurs in the German thought paradigms 

that influenced Jaeger; particularly the works of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and 

Friedrich Schiller.  

In the following chapter, I will discuss Schiller’s series of letters titled On the 

Aesthetic Education of Mankind (1794) to show how his writings on education relate 
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back to early notions of paideia, and went on to impact later conceptions of aesthetic 

education. I argue that it is only through works such as Schiller’s that we can 

understand Jaeger’s politicisation of the arts, and that ultimately Schiller provided a 

blueprint for merging the concept of beauty with that of freedom. Moreover, I shall 

demonstrate that (even if not consciously intended) Schiller’s aesthetic education has 

an element of aesthetic absolutism in which aesthetics becomes a form of fulfilment 

for absolute subjectivity (Welsch 1997: p. 67), lending itself as a basis for using 

aesthetics and creativity for a transformation of the self with deleterious effects on 

external world (ibid). Schiller’s aesthetic education may not have been intended as a 

manifesto of ideology that held the idea of a people as above the value of the 

individual, but it harbours the potential of interpreting precisely this line of thought into 

the notion of a fully aestheticized society, of a society that has elevated itself above 

the natural state: a society that ultimately arrives at a fully developed drive for Bildung.  

 
  



 30 

2. Aesthetic Education — A Call for Freedom through Bildung 

Friedrich Schiller’s theories on aesthetic education are a prominent example for the 

recognition that aesthetics received during the period of German Classicism. After the 

Enlightenment and Kant’s philosophy stressed the importance of human reason 

above anything else, Schiller’s theories shift the focus onto sensibility. The notion that 

reason and rationality are more important than our senses only allows for an 

impoverished conception of humanity, he believed. While Schiller certainly built his 

theories on Kantian aesthetics, his writings on aesthetics, art and freedom soon 

moved into a rather different direction. While for Kant it was primarily nature which 

gave rise to aesthetic pleasures, Schiller entirely focuses on art and human creation. 

While for Kant beauty is but a mere symbol for freedom and morality, Schiller makes 

the case for the highest degree of freedom being achieved in the creation and forming 

of matter into beautiful form. It is in this sense that art becomes more important than 

nature in Schiller’s theory of aesthetic education and freedom. However, before 

directly addressing Schiller’s aesthetic theories and the historical context of his work, 

I want to focus on the distinction between the German terms Erziehung and Bildung.  

The reason for this approach is twofold: First, as I have mentioned before, 

Werner Jaeger noticeably uses both terms when referring to education, pointing out 

however that Bildung is more closely related to the notion of paideia. The etymological 

origins of these words in German also indicate an important differentiation. While 

Erziehung has the connotation of rearing by someone else, Bildung suggests an 

internal, subjective process in which the creation of an ideal image and of imagination 

plays a significant role. In what follows, I argue that this conceptual distinction 

between these two interpretations of education will provide an important insight with 

regard to Schiller’s adaptation of Kant’s aesthetic theories and the difference he draws 

between heteronomy and autonomy. Hence, the first part of this chapter addresses 
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specifically the etymological development of the German terms Erziehung and 

Bildung, the former referring to human development and education as a 

heteronomous process, the latter describing the subjective and autonomous 

development.  

In the second part, I will then address Schiller’s conception of aesthetic 

education. I will first place Schiller’s aesthetic writings into historical context, as this 

will clarify why he chose to dedicate most of his philosophical works to aesthetic 

theories and the quest for freedom. Schiller, who deemed himself a disciple of Kant, 

was heavily influenced by the latter’s writings on aesthetics and especially the notion 

of autonomy as an integral part of aesthetic judgments and experiences. Yet, this 

quest for autonomy – or rather heautonomy – looks quite different for Schiller than it 

does for Kant. Specifically, his deliberations on human drives, the Spieltrieb and 

Bildungstrieb – play drive and drive for cultivation – are of significance in this context, 

since it is here that Schiller argues that aesthetic education would allow for freedom 

to arise when reason and natural inclination would merge; a view that the Kantian 

insistence on the superiority of reason would not support. This will then lead me to 

discuss Schiller’s differentiation between heteronomy, autonomy and heautonomy.  

Heautonomy, as higher degree of autonomy or form of self-government 

(Beiser 2005: p. 68), seems to supersede the notion of purely rational autonomy, 

precisely in so far as it allows natural inclination and duty to merge in the moral act, 

thus allowing for freedom in both the spiritual and empirical sense. This then 

corresponds with the notion that aesthetics fundamentally draws on both realms and 

a connection to the callistic-sublime aesthetics, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

can be traced here. It is especially the aspect of transformation, i.e. Bildung, which is 

an essential attribute of this conception of aesthetics. Thus, in the final section of this 

chapter, I will argue that the distinction between autonomy and heautonomy is akin to 
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that of beauty and sublimity. This is relevant to the understanding of the process of 

Bildung as an ultimately aesthetic experience of freedom and its relation to the 

creation and appearance of artworks. Here Schiller’s distinction between true and 

false semblance – wahrer and falscher Schein – will be of importance, since this is 

what gives art its pedagogical gravity in the sense of Bildung as creative process 

which allows the gebildete – cultivated – individual to distinguish true from false 

semblance, as Hansjörg Hohr also argues (Hohr 2002). First, however, let us focus 

on the concept of Bildung and how it is to be distinguished from Erziehung.   

 
2.1. Erziehung vs. Bildung: or the aesthetic dimension of Bildung 
 

While Bildung has long been lauded as the golden path of human development 

towards freedom from the Enlightenment to German Classicism and in many years to 

follow, the concept’s relevance in our present times has been questioned by anti-

humanist and poststructuralist philosophers alike (Reichenbach 2013: p. 69). While 

there have also been attempts to redeem the concept (see Masschelein and Ricken 

2003), Bildung has not regained the uncritical praise it once received. This can also 

be accredited to the concepts link to perfectionism and certain authoritarian 

tendencies that are discernible in writings such as Jaeger’s. As we have seen, Jaeger 

also argued that there is a strong link between paideia and Bildung. This admiration 

for paideia relates back to the rediscovery of ancient Greek culture during the German 

classicist period (Gadamer 2006: p. 8ff). However, after Jaeger’s association of the 

concept with dubious notions of the superiority of the German people, and after the 

horrors of two world wars, it is not surprising that Hans-Georg Gadamer expressed 

the importance of maintaining a critical distance towards the concept of Bildung, 

especially as a form of bourgeois domination (ibid: p. xii). In this light, it is nevertheless 

interesting to trace back the etymological origins of the concept of Bildung, especially 
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in contrast to Erziehung, since this will already address some of the issues inherent 

in the concept.  

Bildung and Erziehung are both commonly translated as ‘education’ in the 

English language. This may easily lead to misunderstandings and confusions when 

one is not familiar with the rather distinct meanings of these two terms in German. As 

Nader Chokr points out, the Latin origin of the English term ‘education’ can also be 

traced back to two different roots, namely ‘educere’ on the one hand and ‘educare’ on 

the other (Chokr 2009: p. 30). While the former refers to a sense of ‘drawing out’ or 

‘leading out’, the latter conveys the meaning of ‘to mold’ or ‘to train’ (ibid). This 

distinction has somewhat become lost in the common everyday use of the word 

‘education’ but the difference between ‘educere’ and ‘educare’ very much conveys 

the distinction between Bildung and Erziehung.  

According to the etymological dictionary for the German language, Erziehung 

– which includes the verb ziehen ‘pulling towards’ or ‘dragging towards something or 

someone’ – implies an external force that is used in the process of education (Pfeifer 

1993b). It equals the English ‘upbringing’ in the sense of ‘rearing’ or a practical training 

and it also relates to ernähren – ‘nourishing’. In this sense, it describes the providing 

for physical needs but also the process of bringing up as moulding or shaping, pulling 

into a certain direction by a parent, a guardian, a teacher etc. The term was first used 

in the German language in the 15th century and therefore, historically speaking, 

precedes the term Bildung, which in its modern understanding was used from the 

eighteenth century onwards (Pfeifer 1993b; Pfeifer 1993a). 

Nevertheless, the early origins of the concept of Bildung reach far further back. 

Fourteenth century mysticism can be seen as a precursor to the concept of Bildung 

(Schneider 2012: p. 305) continuing into the Baroque period (Gadamer 2006: p. 9). 

Medieval mysticism links the concept to a ‘becoming one with god’ and to the creation 
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of a thing or a being according to an ideal image, which relates back to the religious 

notion of god as the creator (Schneider 2012: p. 303). Noticeably, the German 

expression der Bildner – artist – is connected to the term Bildung (Pfeifer 1993a). 

Bilden and being a Bildner is thus linked to the ‘act of creation’ and raises associations 

with the creation of something original and new. The reflexive verb sich bilden – ‘to 

educate oneself’ – means to expand one’s own mind and to engage the mind in a 

process of imagination (Pfeifer 1993a). As we have seen with Jaeger, in contrast to 

paideia, Bildung places a special significance on the creation of images. Das Bild, 

which is mostly translated as ‘image’, ‘picture’ or ‘representation’, is thus deeply 

embedded in the notion of Bildung. In fact, it is at the concept’s core, since Bildung 

can be understood as the process of creation of images, whether it be mental or 

physical representations. A call for Bildung therefore suggests an engagement with 

and an expansion of one’s own imagination and ‘image making abilities’. This is 

precisely where the aesthetic component of Bildung lies which Jaeger so prominently 

emphasized. As we recall, for him, education in the sense of paideia is closely tied to 

our visual sense and to the image as an ideal according to which human formation 

should take place.  

Bildung in this sense is an aesthetic education because it involves subject 

mastery, cultural and personal maturation through creative processes that are either 

internal to the subject or express the internal imagination of the subject in an artistic 

way, i.e. by shaping and forming materials into artworks (Pfeifer 1993a). This of 

course also explains the connection that Jaeger was eager to make between 

education as Bildung and the arts and furthermore the emergence of the fine arts, as 

die schönen Künste or die bildenden Künste during the eighteenth century – around 

the same time when the concept of Bildung gained prominence. What is interesting 

to note here is that both die schönen Künste and die bildenden Künste are almost 
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interchangeably used. While the latter literally means the beautiful arts, the former 

could be translated as the educational or the creative arts. Either way, the interrelation 

between the arts, beauty and the educational value placed in both is undeniably 

deeply engrained in the German language.  

Bildung in this creative sense may also imply an act of will which whether 

intentionally or not may collide with that of others. Yet, does Bildung necessarily 

involve the imposing of one’s own will onto others? One can argue that Bildung differs 

from the idea of someone ‘imposing knowledge’ on another individual, or shaping or 

moulding others by force in so far as it is expected that the individual gains knowledge 

through their own capacity of self-reflection and creation. As stated before, in contrast 

to erziehen, sich bilden is a reflexive verb, meaning that it reflects back onto itself. 

Hence, it is not surprising that Bildung is associated with an autonomous development 

of an individual’s ability of reflection and self-reflection. Erziehung may arguably result 

in the respectful treatment of one another – after all, it teaches us to follow certain 

rules established by society. However, since it relates to an education that is 

conducted under the guidance of someone external to oneself, the question remains 

as to how much self-reflection is fostered versus a following of rules that have become 

internalized without further reflection.  

Another perspective which supports this distinction is to consider the contrast 

between Bildung and Erziehung in reference to animals, like dogs for example. When 

a dog misbehaves they are schlecht erzogen – ‘badly trained’. With children one can 

use the phrase schlecht erzogen, when they act in a manner which indicates a lack 

of social competence, in the sense that the child does then not yet behave according 

to the social norms and rules of society. This is mainly associated with kids that are 

still in kindergarden and pre-school age. Yet, one would not use the German adjective 

ungebildet – ‘uncultivated’ – in this context. A pupil who is constantly rude and 
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misbehaving may be considered unerzogen – ‘uneducated’ – but not ungebildet – 

uncultivated – since it is thought that they merely suffer from a lack in training, not an 

incapability of self-reflection or to think for themselves. It is rather understood that this 

capacity for reflection is yet to be developed. In this sense, it would be very strange 

to accuse a dog of being ungebildet, since animals in contrast to humans are not 

thought to be self-reflective. The term Bildung is only used in reference to human 

beings, and as a humanist concept it very much refers to a form of geistige Bildung – 

spiritual self-development and cultivation. 

While Erziehung also very directly relates to society’s rules and regulations 

and behavioural patterns that derive from instruction by others, Bildung is a 

development that takes place from within the subject and that is not ‘forced upon’ it or 

determined by external constraints (or at least only to a minimum degree). Here I want 

to emphasize that I am strictly speaking about the original meaning of the term 

Bildung. In present times, i.e. in contemporary German, the words Bildung and 

Erziehung are now frequently used as if they were interchangeable. The German 

education system for example is referred to as the Bildungssystem. As Reichenbach 

states, this led to a general trivialization of the term which took place during the 

nineteenth century in which Bildung became a commodity, a value, and it was treated 

as an end-in-itself (Reichenbach, 2013: p. 67).  

While Erziehung may not tell us much about the intellectual abilities and the 

capacity for reflection of a person, Bildung refers to exactly that: the subject’s capacity 

to think and develop their own ideas and to creatively develop and express said ideas. 

Although it is certainly hard to imagine that someone who is considered to be gebildet 

– cultivated – as someone who also crudely misbehaves towards other human beings 

or even commits crimes against humanity, the one does unfortunately not exclude the 
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other.12 Again, Bildung, in contrast to Erziehung, is a process focused on a subjective 

development which can be achieved without the help of an educator. While Erziehung 

rather refers to training and education governed by others and by external institutions, 

Bildung is something that arguably any individual can achieve through their own 

capacities. Bildung is a self-governed process and thus is a development towards 

individual autonomy. Erziehung is being guided, moulded and reared by others; it is 

a heteronomous development.13  

Hans-Georg Gadamer describes Bildung as the “properly human way of 

developing one’s natural talents and capacities” (Gadamer 2006: p. 9). This 

development, as Gadamer describes it, is very personal and at odds with Jaeger’s 

notion of Bildung, or paideia, removed from any notions of individualism or humanism 

understood as the protection of the rights of individuals. For Jaeger, Bildung was more 

a matter of developing the whole nation or race towards an ideal, organically and 

naturally subordinating the development of the individual to this greater scheme. 

While it is true that Bildung, as it arose during the eighteenth century, was essentially 

a process which amplified the humanistic notion of progress, towards a more refined 

state of mind, “bringing virtue and spirit together” (Reichenbach 2013: p. 67), this 

notion of progress also allows for claims superiority over others. Once again, the idea 

of perfection seeps in and indeed, as Peter Watson states, Bildung is “a secular 

search for perfection, representing progress and refinement both in knowledge and in 

moral terms” (Watson 2010: p. 53-54). Yet, even though Jaeger established close 

affinities between paideia and Bildung, the latter was later on put to use in a very 

                                                
12 For example, many National-Socialists were considered to be highly gebildet (Elsner 2013: 
p. 144-145), a fact I will address gain in the chapter on Isaiah Berlin, as it only supports the 
criticism that Bildung can lead to a totalitarian mindset when understood as an ideal  imposed  
on others rather than a self-reflexive and also self-critical process.  
13 See Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment and his writings on autonomy and heteronomy 
with regard to judgments of taste. Kant emphasizes that the aesthetic judgment is an 
autonomous one, even if it has to find the agreement of others (Kant 1987: p. 144).  
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specific conception of human formation, placing its focus on the Bild – ‘image’ – and 

the human image making (internal and external) capacities (Schneider 2012: p. 302).  

This relates back to German Idealism and the philosophical theories of Hegel 

and Humboldt in which the basic structure of Bildung is conceived of “as the 

internalization of the external and the externalization of the internal […] the generation 

of an ideal image of one’s own person [which] occurs in a process going from 

internalization to externalization as an intended subject-object transformation” (ibid: 

p. 303). To design and shape oneself in a complex process of subject-object 

transformation implies the setting of goals and attempting to achieve those goals (ibid: 

p. 305). Moreover, the process of Bildung as a process of creation and creativity is 

also a meaning-making-process (ibid) in which the subject provides sense and 

purpose to its thoughts and actions through the creation of representations, images 

words etc. One could say that when this process is ‘successful’, pleasure arises from 

the way our inner mental capacities align and harmonize with the external world. 

Image making and knowing are thus directly intertwined in the process of Bildung and 

once again the epistemological aspect of this process of aestheticization emerges:  

The development of the image of the self is a process which is characterized 
by an objectivation that enables a person to become aware of and contemplate 
herself or aspects of herself. A specific subject-object relationship 
characterizes the type of knowing: the subject is that in which one is involved, 
with which one identifies, that one feels and subjectively experiences as 
oneself. The object, in contrast, refers to what [sic] which the person views, 
about which he reflects and that he can change. If a person’s way of knowing 
changes, a transformation occurs: The subject becomes an object. [...] The 
action of self-transformation is based on ‘ways of knowing’ that determine how 
a person forms meanings. (Schneider 2012: p. 306) 

 
It is this subject-object transformation that will be relevant for the debates surrounding 

the criticism of aestheticization in postmodern decades and especially the 

transformative aspect of Bildung is what does inevitably link it to education understood 

as transformation, i.e. paideia. Since Bildung is described as a “[b]ecoming aware of 
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one’s own self [..] a reflexive process that comes about when the individual makes 

himself his own object” (Schneider 2012: p. 308), it can be understood as a process 

of self-objectification. Allowing the subjective self to be externalized is akin to attempt 

to leave limits of subjectivity behind, to strive for something that lies beyond the 

previously known self. It is, as Chokr states, an overcoming of previous knowledge 

and a transformation from apaideia to paideia in Plato’s sense (Chokr 2009: p. 55). 

However, as we shall see in the following chapters, it is precisely this kind of 

transformation that is arguably no longer possible. As the subject has crossed all 

limitations in the digital age, as Baudrillard argues, it has eliminated any chance of a 

meaningful reality as the subject-object interrelation has vanished (see Simulacra and 

Simulation, 1981).  

Now, with regard to Schiller, it is interesting to note that he did not specifically 

use the term paideia in his deliberations on the aesthetic education of humankind. It 

furthermore seems peculiar that he chose the expression ästhetische Erziehung 

rather than Bildung for the title of his series of letters. As I will discuss in the following 

part of this chapter, Schiller’s interest is directed at a form of education which 

emphasizes the human ability of individual cultivation and the role of artistic creations 

therein. In other words, his letters are an investigation into the concept of Bildung and 

its inherent aesthetic and artistic elements. Especially in his theory of drives, 

culminating in the Bildungstrieb – drive for cultivation – this becomes evident. This is, 

for Schiller, inextricably tied to the quest for freedom. In fact, as Isaiah Berlin writes, 

Schiller seemed intoxicated with the notion of freedom (Berlin 1968b: p. 17). Freedom, 

as Murdoch writes, becomes the “name for the self-assertive movements of deluded 

selfish will which because of ignorance we take to be something autonomous” 

(Murdoch 1985: p. 100). Or, to put it differently, the quest for freedom as autonomy 

and the quest for excellence and the good merged into each other, and it is this 
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merging of freedom and moral goodness which, for Schiller, becomes his key 

challenge within his writings on aesthetics.  

While the two concepts, Bildung and freedom, have already been placed in 

connection with each other during the Enlightenment movement (Schneider 2012: p. 

305), Schiller’s efforts to connect the two can be placed in context of the bourgeoisie 

of the later Enlightenment movement (Reichenbach 2013: p. 66). To put it differently, 

his writings present a development from the Enlightenment movement towards an 

aesthetic, sentimentalist Classicism, placing great importance on reason while 

beginning to push aesthetics into the limelight of what is thought to be a ‘perfected’ 

human development. Furthermore, it is the connection that is drawn between Bildung 

and freedom that raises associations with notions of perfection (Schneider 2012: p. 

309) and with the possibility of achieving perfection through aesthetic education. Even 

though Schiller’s aesthetic theories can be criticized for inviting a merely individualistic 

understanding of freedom (Schindler 2008: p. 105), he does emphasize that the quest 

for aesthetic education is ultimately also the striving for an ideal (Schiller 2017: p. 

114). This raises the interesting question in how far Schiller’s theories promote 

individualism or the kind of idealism that places the ideal state as an artwork above 

the individual.  

Moreover, it is important to point out that inherent in both the concept of 

freedom and Bildung is a component of resistance or opposition. As Käthe Schneider 

states about Bildung: “Only against resistance and in overcoming resistance can 

[freedom] unfold” (Schneider 2012: p. 309). This notion of resistance within freedom 

will also be important in the following chapter on Berlin’s two concepts of freedom, 

and it will also be of significance when I address Byung-Chul Han’s claim that an 

aesthetics of negativity and pain, i.e. an aesthetic of the other and the resistance of 

the Other, is necessary to experience true beauty (Han 2015a: p. 57).  Especially, the 
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notion of resistance and of an Other which disrupts the individual’s self-involvement 

will be important for later discussions of the aesthetic of the sublime and freedom. 

Since Schiller does not separate the sublime sentiment from the beautiful (Barnouw 

1980: p. 501), seeing it more as a gradual experience, I argue that parallels can be 

drawn between the separation of the two aesthetic experiences and the concepts of 

autonomy and heautonomy. This will connect to my overall argument that the 

aestheticization process is a process of Bildung, a callistic-sublime development, as 

Welsch would call it. As we shall see, for Schiller it is both a quest for freedom through 

aesthetic education and a quest for the ultimate good. It is, however, precisely this 

merging of striving for freedom and morality and art which renders this development 

perilous.  

 
2.2. Friedrich Schiller’s aesthetic education 

 
It is well known that, until his untimely death in 1805, the poet and dramaturg Johann 

Christoph Friedrich von Schiller shared a deep friendship with the equally famous 

poet and scientist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Both figures remain of great 

importance for German culture until today and they have forged a German 

understanding of what is called Bildungsbürgertum (cultivated bourgeoisie). This term 

describes an educated upper-middle class and is ripe with connotations of elitism. 

Schiller, who was many years younger than Goethe, was greatly influenced by his 

friend’s genius in poetry as well as in philosophical thought (Schindler 2012: p. xxiii). 

Goethe, too, was impacted by the writings of his younger friend. When he gave the 

notion of paideia a specific emphasis in his artistic works, aiming for his characters to 

ethnically, philosophically and religiously become well rounded and self-centred 

beings (Chytry 1989: p. 63), he undoubtedly had Schiller’s aesthetic education in mind 

(ibid: p. 64). It is noteworthy that precisely this self-centredness should also prove 

itself to be a major point of criticism towards the notion of Bildung and the allegedly 
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egotistical mindset of German culture in general (Lepenies 2006: p. 11). Be that as it 

may, within the aesthetic humanism that developed in the east German town of 

Weimar – back then a thriving cultural hub of central Europe – the concept of Bildung 

grew to be central to artistic and scientific progress. As we recall, Jaeger vehemently 

tried to establish Bildung as an exclusively German concept, based on ancient Greek 

paideia, even though other concepts similar to it can be found in the philosophical 

traditions of other cultures. Nevertheless, Bildung specifically is generally thought of 

as a legacy of the European Enlightenment period (Reichenbach, 2013: p. 65). To 

ignore this emphasis on Bildung within German culture would indeed be negligent, 

since it is especially in German speaking countries that the concept is still upheld as 

an integral part to society and the political state.  

During Schiller’s lifetime, the area of the European continent we now call 

Germany was a region of scattered earldoms. Geographical, political and cultural 

unity as a desirable goal gained more and more importance. As Wolf Lepenies states, 

the focusing on culture was a flight from politics caused by a frustration that arose 

from a lack of national unity and identity in eighteenth century Germany (Lepenies 

2006: p. 15). Life of the common people was very much under control of a duke or 

earl and so was the matter of school education. In this regard, the young Schiller was 

lucky and privileged, as he received a rigorous training in medicine and philosophy, 

as well as biology and anthropology, at the prestigious Karlsschule (Beiser 2005: p. 

10, 18). Even though Schiller grew to hate the inhuman treatment at this military 

school, it remaining a traumatic memory throughout his life, the scarring experience 

certainly shaped his personal interest in the idea of freedom. Undoubtedly, this is 

where his relentless obsession with freedom originated from, running like a red thread 

through his plays and his theoretical writings on aesthetics – for example On Grace 

and Dignity, On Naive and Sentimental Poetry freedom and the Kalliasbriefe. 
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Especially in his letters On the Aesthetic Education of Men, which remain one of his 

most well-known philosophical works highlighting Schiller’s broad-ranging education, 

he elaborates on his thoughts on freedom and the role of aesthetic education and the 

arts.  

It should be noted that, while it is certainly true that the focus on culture and 

aesthetics during the Weimar period was also a form of escapism from the less than 

stable political conditions at the time, Schiller was far from naïve or disinterested in 

politics. In fact, the French Revolution had a great impact on his political views. While 

initially observing the goings-on in France approvingly, Schiller soon lost his 

enthusiasm. When he became aware that there was no end to the Revolution’s 

violence and that the Enlightenment’s values placed in reason were betrayed by the 

terror and barbarism of Robespierre, he was disheartened. Schiller’s contempt for 

these developments is, for example, clearly stated at the beginning of his series of 

Kallias Letters, written in 1793 and addressed at his friend Gottfried Körner. He writes: 

“I am disgusted by these sorted desecrators, to the point that I was not able to read 

any French newspaper for 14 days” [my translation] (Schiller 1992: p. 286)14. Political 

matters were of great interest to him and it is in this light that one should read his 

letters On the Aesthetic Education of Men, which were written in the years 1793 and 

1794.  

First of all, it is necessary to point out that there is a certain tension in Schiller’s 

writings between the rational/Kantian influence and his inclination to surpass strict 

rationalism. This relates back to the previously mentioned influence of the 

Enlightenment on Schiller’s thought and his tendency to develop away from it. In 

general, his understanding of aesthetic education and the ameliorating effects of 

aesthetics on morality is rather optimistic, which can be accredited to Schiller’s 

                                                
14 Original: „Ich kann seit 14 Tagen keine franz. Zeitung mehr lesen, so ekeln diese elenden 
Schindersknechte mich an.“ 
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fundamental belief in the nature of human goodness, also termed sentimentalism (Bell 

2013: p. 11). However, as a contemporary and self-declared disciple of Kant, he was 

also greatly indebted to the latter’s philosophy and is often taken to be a Kantian 

thinker (Schindler 2012: p. xxii). His conception of aesthetic education incorporates 

the assumption that human reason is key to subjective autonomy. Yet, reason alone 

is not sufficient. Against the Kantian conviction that “imperfect, finite rational beings 

can always be tempted to transgress the moral law because we have a propensity to 

evil, which he understands in terms of a tendency to subordinate duty to inclination” 

(Baxley 2010: p. 1091), Schiller places confidence in the naturally good inclinations 

of humans (ibid: p. 1092). Although he makes his Kantian  allegiance clear in the very 

first of his letters (Schiller 2017: p. 7), he also criticizes Kant’s one-sided moral 

rationalism as solely focused on the duty of doing good, even when one felt no 

sympathy or indifferent towards others (Baxley 2010: p. 1085). Thus, in contrast to 

Kant, Schiller sought to demonstrate that doing one’s moral duty and experiencing 

pleasure while doing so are not mutually exclusive activities. The added aesthetic 

component to an otherwise reason-dominated process presents, for Schiller, a model 

for moral perfection (ibid: p. 1086).  

However, he treats the notion of perfection with the awareness that it is 

ultimately unattainable. In letter two, he writes that although we are born into a state 

of nature in which reason is not developed yet and which leaves us determined by 

physical necessities, it is also a part of human nature to develop out of this feeble 

state and to turn from a state of privation towards a state of free will and to elevate 

physical necessity to moral necessity (Schiller 2017: p. 11). Yet, already in the third 

letter, Schiller concedes that although we strive for an ideal of a society governed by 

reason this ideal is never entirely realizable (ibid: p. 12-13). Thus, in contrast to 

scholars like Jaeger, Schiller’s ideal of rationality and progress towards perfection 
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appears to be a development without ever reaching a determinate state. When he 

writes that the aesthetic experience is both an intermediate state and at the same 

time the only possible condition in which freedom reigns and a free political state 

becomes an artwork in-itself (Schiller 2017: p. 9), it is not a determinate outcome that 

he appears to have in mind. It rather seems to be an invitation to treat political matters 

with the same aesthetic and artistic sensibility fostered by our engagement with 

creative acts and artworks. This would bring his conception of the aesthetic state very 

close to the notion of Bildung as a constant reciprocity between the determinate and 

the indeterminate and as an end in-itself rather than the final completion of a process. 

As Schiller suggests, the purely rational state is not as desirable as one may 

think since the development away from our natural condition might lead to the 

suppression of a part of ourselves which we are ultimately not able to leave entirely 

behind. In other words, the rigorous following of the laws postulated by reason will 

always neglect our sensibility. Thus, within the supremacy of reason and the moral 

freedom that is thought to accompany it, there is always an aspect of suppression of 

our fundamentally human drives. Both in a determinate natural state and in the state 

of pure reason we feel restrained. The key is, however, not to leave all restraints 

behind entirely but to not feel them. This is then where Schiller introduces aesthetics 

as a 'third character', besides 'nature' and 'reason', as a kind of mediator between the 

natural and the moral state of human existence. In fact, according to Schiller, there is 

no other way to turn a sensuous person in a reasonable person without them 

becoming an aesthetic one first (Schiller 2017: p. 90).  

In this development and within the framework of a ‘natural’, a ‘rational’ and an 

intermediary ‘aesthetic’ state, Schiller’s theory of drives becomes central. The 

separate realms of materiality and immateriality that have shaped our understanding 

of aesthetics and aesthetic pleasures since aisthesis, and on which our evaluation of 
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‘lower’ and ‘higher’ pleasures in terms of their moral implications is based, is precisely 

what Schiller combines in his writings about the form, the cultivation and the play 

drive. According to his theory, the Bildungstrieb (cultivation drive) is what follows after 

the Spieltrieb (play drive) is stimulated (Schiller 2017: p. 109). The Spieltrieb brings 

together the Formtrieb  (form drive) with the Stofftrieb (matter drive) which connects 

the realm of ideas with the realm of nature (Hohr 2002: p. 490). It is of importance to 

note here that Schiller’s use of the terms Form and Gestalt leaves room for ambiguity. 

As D.C. Schindler states:  

[…] there seem in fact to be four, which we can express as a pair of polarities. 
First, form can be the intelligible aspect of a thing in contrast to its matter, the 
aspect to which the logical concept we form of things refers (compare Plato’s 
use of eidos). Secondly, form can mean the concretely and individually 
existing thing itself, as for example we would in English speak of a ‘lifeform’ 
(compare Aristotle’s use of morph). In Schiller’s Aesth. Letters, this latter 
usage is often taken over by the native word ‘Gestalt’ – which we may attribute 
at least in part to Goethe’s influence, since the term, which plays such a 
fundamental role in the final version, scarcely appears in the extant letters from 
1793. Nevertheless, the word ‘form’ includes within its semantic scope what is 
contained in ‘Gestalt,’ even if the reverse is not always true: Form can always 
be used in place of Gestalt, but not vice versa. Third, within a formed whole, 
form can be the internal organizing principle of the thing that makes it in fact 
be a whole (once again, morph). Finally, form can mean the outward 
appearance of a thing, the structure that gives it the character that identifies it 
as what it is: eidos similarly is cognate with both ‘to know’ and ‘to see,’ and 
means not only the ‘idea’ of a thing, but also the ‘look’ that it has. (Schindler 
2008: p. 88) 

 
In the above passage, Schindler manages to encapsulate the sheer complexity of not 

only the semantic but also the philosophical considerations that the names given to 

the various drives carry. While the Formtrieb could merely relate to the external 

appearance of a thing, it clearly also raises associations with Platonic ideas and with 

form as an internally organized unit. The fact that the Formtrieb is brought together 

with the Stofftrieb within the aesthetic play drive already suggests that the play 

between immateriality and materiality – between the undetermined and the 

determined – lies at the heart of aesthetics and aesthetic education. The notion of 
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Gestalt should also be kept in mind here, as it is precisely in the lebende Gestalt 

displayed in art that Schiller finds his perfect example for freedom in the aesthetic 

sense.  

For further context of Schiller’s theory of drives, it is also helpful to look at his 

own education. The term Bildungstrieb was used by Wilhelm von Humboldt, who 

borrowed it from the biologist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (Reichenbach 2013: p. 

66). In the light of Schiller’s training as a physician and his already mentioned 

education in anthropology and biology (Beiser 2005: p. 18), it seems plausible that he 

was familiar with Humboldt’s as well as Blumenbach’s writings and that he 

appropriated the term from their texts. Roland Reichenbach also explains that 

Blumenbach used the term Bildungstrieb to refer to “inherent forces of organisms — 

and men — with an implicit goal toward self-realization and self-perfection 

(Vervollkommnung)” (Reichenbach 2013: p. 66). This creates a link between the 

notion of the Bildungstrieb, the striving for perfection, and also an organic conception 

of the political state. As we shall see in the following paragraphs, Schiller both argues 

for the state to be treated like a perfected artwork while also relating freedom to a 

perfectly organic structure.  

Returning to the different drives Schiller discusses, it is also striking that 

Schiller refers to a Kraft (power) that is necessary for the initial development of the 

Bildungstrieb and out of a natural state (Schiller 2017: p. 117). According to Schiller, 

this bildende Kraft (cultivating power) allows imagination to fully free itself from the 

constraints of nature (ibid) and while the free succession of images and ideas needs 

to be, at first, separated from the empirical world, Schiller then claims that the effects 

of this cultivating power will soon expand to the world of matter (ibid). The question 

is, what is this power exactly and where does it originate from? According to Hansjörg 

Hohr, powers, i.e. Kräfte, have to be understood as physical powers, whereas drives, 
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i.e. Triebe, belong to the spiritual realm (Hohr 2002: p. 488). The initially external, 

physical power that furthers the Spieltrieb and thus sets the Bildungstrieb in motion 

ensures that the two realms meet. However, as stated before, for Schiller the play 

drive is still linked to our animalistic state of nature. The urge it brings forth to 

externalize aesthetic play and to generate the Bildungstrieb, making the cultivating 

development visible, is only possible if the separation of the human capacities of 

imagination and understanding has taken place beforehand. Only then is taste 

cultivated enough to make an active engagement with material objects desirable. In 

other words, Schiller sees the separation that Kant made between the realm of the 

empirical and the rational as a prerequisite for the Bildungstrieb to arise. The 

challenging separation which he is ultimately aiming to overcome is nevertheless 

deemed necessary to reach a development of cultivation that will reunite both the 

physical and the spiritual realm. 

The effects that this development of drives has on our taste is described later, 

in letter twenty-seven. Schiller writes that when taste is still in a raw and crude state 

it creates grotesque figures, it loves swift and abrupt transitions and voluptuous form 

(Schiller 2017: p. 117-118). And, while this crude kind of taste is only interested in 

what is exciting and what is made of material, Schiller continues, it nevertheless also 

raises excitement for resistance and the possibility for cultivation/formation, i.e. 

Bildung (ibid: p. 118). He then concludes that this constitutes a change within taste in 

as far as we no longer approach matter for mere sensuous experiences that gratify 

needs. After the power of cultivation is stimulated, a law from within slowly starts to 

rise in one’s chest (ibid). Once taste, even in its crudest state, has been stimulated by 

matter it is possible to allow for the Bildungstrieb to successfully emancipated the 

human mind from natural instincts. In any case, Bildung – cultivation – in this sense 

lies beyond the quick gratification that sensuous pleasures deliver and leads to a state 
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freed from the heteronomy of the empirical world. Yet again, Schiller maintains that if 

the separation has not taken place, then we remain in an entirely natural state and all 

creation and formation is only guided by our urge for gratification and our search for 

materials that excite us (ibid: p. 118). He thus clearly supports the initial Kantian 

principle of placing reason at a distance from the sensuous realm. However, he then 

goes beyond Kant’s strictly rational conception of morality, since moral behaviour, for 

Schiller, is beautiful behaviour (Miller, 1970: p. 97). In other words, for Schiller 

aesthetic sensibility and morality are closely linked. But how exactly? 

The answer is to be found in art. At the end of letter fifteen, Schiller states that 

when confronted with artworks like the Juno Ludovisi (fig.: 1), which exhibits a lebende 

Gestalt – ‘living form’ – we experience Rührung (Schiller 2017: p. 63-64). The 

Bildungstrieb, as a progression of the Spieltrieb’s connection of our matter and form 

drives, causes us to create artworks that display beauty through both matter and form 

(ibid: p. 58). Especially Greek culture, Schiller argues, gave rise to this ideal of beauty 

that both arose from the dictate of reason, adhering to absolute form and reality, and 

from the drive to play with beauty uninhibitedly (ibid: p. 62). Both seriousness and play 

are led by the quest for truth and are united in art: the most free and sublime form of 

being, Schiller states (ibid: p. 63). The constraint of both natural and moral laws 

disappears, as both merge into one another and thus inclination and subjective will 

dissolve (ibid). The Juno Ludovisi, according to Schiller, displays both grace and 

dignity simultaneously and gives rise to the highest sensation of both tranquillity and 

movement. This is the experience he calls Rührung (ibid: p. 64), a sentiment which 

can neither be grasped by reason nor language (ibid). Recall that for Plato the good 

is the source of knowledge and truth but is also described as surpassing both of them 

in splendour (Murdoch 1985: p. 98). This indicates that Schiller’s conception of 

Rührung is akin to the good with its both overwhelming and enlightening qualities. 



 50 

This is then how freedom and morality merge, as constraints disappear in the 

perfected harmony of the sensible and the rational. What is furthermore of special 

importance is that Schiller not only uses Rührung in context of the aesthetic sensation 

of beauty but also in context of the feeling of the sublime, when he discusses Rührung 

in his essay On Naïve and Sentimental Poetry (Schiller 1992: p. 708).   

Since the sublime is, according to Kant, both a feeling of intellect and of 

aesthetic sensation (Kant 1987: p. 134), it comes as no surprise that Schiller makes 

it a central point in his considerations about beauty, freedom and morality. By locating 

it within Rührung, i.e. both a sensuous and the spiritual movement, he suggests that 

the freedom that arises from it is not solely rational but in harmony with our origins in 

nature. Originally, the word Rührung derives from the old Germanic verb rüeren or 

ruoren which is described in the etymology dictionary as 'to mix' or 'to blend' (Pfeifer 

1993c). However, it also refers to activity and movement and more specifically to the 

German word anstoßen which translates into English as 'to abut', 'to adjoin', 'to trigger' 

or 'to initiate', which would make it similar to the word ‘stimulus’. As Jeffrey Barnouw 

points out, prior to Schiller, Kant too distinguishes between Reiz and Rührung, the 

former relating to a stimulus of the empirical senses, the latter to an internal motion 

(Barnouw 1980: p. 504). In Schiller, Rührung and Reiz merge.  Since Rührung can 

refer to both ‘inner, emotional movement’, i.e. being moved emotionally, as well as to 

physical movement, it fits perfectly with Schiller's conception of the Spieltrieb as a 

state of perpetual reciprocity between the realm of form and matter, without any 

constraints being felt. And since this aesthetic merging of both realms is considered 

to be moral perfection for Schiller (Baxley 2010: p. 1086) the move from a play with 

beauty towards cultivation and freedom happens swiftly and naturally.  

Now, according to Schiller’s theory in On the Aesthetic Education of Men, 

when we experience beauty in art, such as the Juno Ludovisi, we experience Rührung 
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(Schiller 2017: p. 64). However, according to his elaborations in On Naïve and 

Sentimental Poetry, Rührung elicits a feeling of sublimity. As we have seen in Chapter 

Two, the feeling of beauty and the feeling of sublimity are often described as quite 

distinct from each other. Especially in Kant’s aesthetic theory, the disruption that is 

caused by the sublime sentiment is quite different from the harmonizing effects of the 

sensation of beauty. Nevertheless, as I have previously pointed out, this separation 

is a rather modern one. Indeed, in Longinus, the beautiful and the sublime still were 

conceived one experience and Schiller, too, treats the sublime as continuous with 

beauty (Hohr 2002: p. 501). In this sense, Rührung is both a beautiful and a sublime 

experience for the subject, i.e. it is a callistic-sublime transformation.15 In as far as it 

brings the realm of the senses and rationality together, it makes the process of Bildung 

an aesthetic transformation, affecting not only ourselves but eventually the things 

external to us and the way we creatively treat matter.  

Again, Schiller’s conception of aesthetic education as Bildung, the way he 

argues for Bildung as a form of self-development of the subject towards autonomy by 

means of reason, is following Kantian philosophy but only to the point of Schiller 

accepting the importance of initially separating the human capacities of reason and 

sensation. More importantly, however, he states that when we are in an aesthetic 

state we feel freedom of the highest degree because we feel that we are free from all 

constraints, which does not, however, mean that there are no rules or regulations in 

such a state (Schiller 2017: p. 82). On the contrary, according to Schiller, the state of 

aesthetic freedom only differs from logical necessity of thinking and moral necessity 

of volition in the sense that the laws to which the mind obeys in such a state are not 

                                                
15 This aspect of the interrelatedness between beauty and sublimity will be important again in 
the discussion of Bildung in the chapter on Byun-Chul Han’s writings about the loss of the 
beautiful in the digital age and his distinction between positive and negative aesthetics. It will 
also be key to my argument that the illusion of perfection created through machine produced 
art elicits sublime experiences, put forth in Chapter Six.  
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represented and therefore cannot be felt as constraints (Schiller 2017: p. 82). In other 

words, the laws that are followed in an aesthetic state are followed with ease, since 

they are not felt as superimposed. This is then where Schiller diverts from Kant, in as 

far as Kant never suggested that the laws of reason should or could not be felt. 

Nevertheless, this heightened form of autonomy, in which the laws of reason and 

aesthetic sensibility fully harmonize, is what Schiller refers to as Heautonomie, a term 

he actually borrows from Kant’s Third Critique (Schindler 2008: p. 100).  

It is in his Kallias Letters that Schiller elaborates on this concept in more detail. 

Interestingly, in this context he relates Heautonomie to nature, i.e. organic form, and 

puts it in contrast to technical form when he compares it to to Autonomie, a point 

which will become relevant again in the following paragraphs. For now, it is crucial to 

keep in mind that the organic notion of heautonomy is a distancing from Kant’s 

conception of autonomy, in as far as it places the focus on the aesthetic. In the Kallias 

Letters Schiller writes:  

What then, is nature in this sense? The inner concept of a [natural] thing's 
existence, which is simultaneously regarded as the reason for its form; the inner 
necessity of form. Form must be, in its actual sense, self-determining and self-
determined at the same time, not just autonomy but heautonomy must be present 
[my translation] (Schiller 1992: p. 306)16 

In contrast to autonomy, which makes the constraints put into place felt, heautonomy 

follows a legislation which is both self-determining and self-determined. The 

constraints of the legislation given is not felt as such, since they come from within the 

object or subject (Schindler 2008: p. 101). In effect, both autonomy and heautonomy 

describe a state of self-deterimnation “but while autonomy is determination by a 

concept, heautonomy is determination by one’s inner essence” (Schindler 2008: p. 

67). However, instead of seeing them as mutually exclusive concepts, they should be 

                                                
16 Original: „Was wäre also Natur in dieser Bedeutung? Das innere Prinzip der Existenz der 
Dinge, zugleich als der Grund seiner Form betrachtet; die innere Notwendigkeit der Form. Die 
Form muß im eigentlichsten Sinn zugleich sebstbestimmend und selbsbestimmt sein, nicht 
bloße Autonomie sondern Heautonomie muß da sein.“ 
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considered as a continuum. As Frederick Beiser describes it: “heautonomy is not 

opposed to autonomy but simply a greater degree of it; it is an intensification of 

autonomy, meaning literally 'self-self-governing'” (Beiser 2005: p. 68). The concept of 

heautonomy is of importance since it allows Schiller to present freedom as an 

organism in the empirical realm while simultaneously placing it within the subject’s 

own inner self-determining abilities. Given Schiller's idea that the aesthetic state 

allows humans to feel free to govern themselves, he suggests that reason will then 

be followed in a way that feels natural to us and therefore laws are followed 

spontaneously and without feelings of constraint (Miller 1970: p. 67). Still, is it not 

peculiar that Schiller seems to think of heautonomy as a natural and organic concept, 

if the aim is to emancipate us from a natural state?   

This is not an issue for Schiller, since for him organic order is freedom in beauty 

(Schindler 2008: p. 108) and it is important to remember that the moral law from within 

that Kant so famously invoked, is also a natural law for Schiller. In a way, his aim is 

not to keep up an opposition between humans and nature but for the subject to 

completely absorb nature under its own laws. His theory of drives gives us an 

indication for how precisely he thinks that a state of heautonomy comes about. It is in 

letter eight of his letters on aesthetic education that he writes: 

Reason has achieved its goal when it finds and establishes a law; this law then 
needs to be executed by courageous will and a feeling of vitality. If it is truth that 
is meant to win the battle between the forces, then truth needs to turn itself into a 
power and it needs to establish a drive to function as a guide in the realm of 
appearances; because drives are the only moving forces in the world of 
perception. [my translation] (Schiller 2017: p. 31)17 

Although Schiller does not specifically mention heautonomy in this paragraph it is 

nevertheless interesting that he claims that the laws of reason can only be put into 

                                                
17 Original: „Die Vernunft hat geleistet, was sie leisten kann, wenn sie das Gesetz findet und 
aufstellt; vollstrecken muß es der muthige Wille, und das lebendige Gefühl. Wenn die Wahrheit 
im Streit mit Kräften den Sieg erhalten soll, so muß sie selbst erst zur Kraft werden, und zu 
ihrem Sachführer im Reich der Erscheinungen einen Trieb aufstellen; denn Triebe sind die 
einzigen bewegenden Kräfte in der empfindenden Welt.“ 
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practice through the drive established by the power of reason. It is only through our 

drives that the laws of reason can have an impact on the world of appearances and if 

we want to experience the highest degree of freedom and to act morally, yet naturally, 

our drives must allow us to attain heautonomy. Furthermore, at the end of letter 

eleven, Schiller explains that the existence of human beings in the most abstracted 

understanding is comprised of two elements: the person or intelligence which is 

unchangeable and therefore not afflicted by time, and the condition of a person as an 

ever changing circumstance which is inevitably the condition of being and becoming 

in time (Schiller 2017: p. 43-44).  

Humans, therefore, always have access to two realms: form and content, 

reason and nature, intelligence and matter. Again, to do justice to both aspects of 

human existence, both the singularity of the person belonging to the realm of 

form/intelligence, as well as the manifold of their condition in the natural, material 

world, need to be brought into harmonious balance. Hence, the internal Selbst 

(person) and the external Bestimmung (condition) need to be connected, so that the 

internal can be externalized and the external can be internalized. Or in other words: 

form needs to be given content and content needs to be given form (ibid: p. 46), i.e. 

thoughts need to be put into matter and matter needs to be grasped by thought, which 

is essentially the description of any artistic creation understood as Bildung as a 

subject-object transformation.  

In letter twelve, Schiller also describes the form drive as relating to the person, 

the Ich, the unchanging self, the singularity of intelligence, which is precisely the 

original power that establishes the form drive, externalizing the self in order to affect 

the external condition. It is reason which strives to govern what is external to the self. 

The external condition in time, on the other hand, is bound up with nature and the 

sensuous perception of matter and as a force establishes a natural/sensuous drive 
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which strives to internalize these experiences so that they affect the person. At the 

same time, however, Schiller makes it absolutely clear that neither one of these 

realms should be truly able to interfere with or dominate one another. The sensuous 

drive is not to invade the realm of reason and the formal drive is not to usurp sensibility 

(Schiller 2017: p. 54-55). The contact that exists between them is nevertheless a vital 

one. It is ultimately the task of culture to ensure that this Wechselwirkung (reciprocity) 

between the form drive established by the never changing Selbst and the 

natural/sensuous drive established by the ever changing Bestimmung, never leads to 

one drive encroaching on the other (ibid: p. 51). It seems to me that this is a critical 

claim Schiller makes in as far as culture or cultivation would have to be presupposed 

before the development of the human drives can evolve. It thus raises the question of 

whether any cultivation process can take place without a certain cultural pre-

development. Schiller, as we have seen, insists that the separation of the rational self 

from nature is a precondition for any such development. Yet, this striving for 

independence of the natural state is then again a natural desire for all human beings. 

In other words, there is a circular pattern to be detected in his considerations. 

Regardless of this, Schiller thinks that if this reciprocity is not possible and one 

drive becomes more prominent than the other not only the individual but other too will 

suffer from a one-sided development (ibid: p. 52). Hence, both drives should convene 

without intervening, so that the play drive allows for freedom in play:  

The sensuous drive wants change and it wants to give content to time; the form 
drive wants the reverse, it wants no change at all. Hence, the drive which conjoins 
both of them, […] the play drive, is then aiming to suspend time in time, to unite 
becoming with absolute being and change with identity. [my translation]  (Schiller 
2017: p. 56)18 

                                                
18 Original: „Der sinnliche Trieb will, daß Veränderung sey, daß die Zeit einen Inhalt habe; der 
Formtrieb will, daß die Zeit aufgehoben, daß keine Veränderung sey. Derjenige Trieb also, in 
welchem beyde verbunden wirken, […] der Spieltrieb also würde dahin gerichtet seyn, die Zeit 
in der Zeit aufzuheben, Werden mit absolutem Seyn, Veränderung mit Identität zu 
vereinbaren.“  
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Again, the play drive brings together two drives which abut each other but never 

interfere with each other. Their reciprocity seems to be perpetual, i.e. without end, as 

long as the balance is kept and as long as one does not dominate the other. And it is 

precisely through artistic creation, as a process of externalizing the internal and 

internalizing the external, brought about by the Spieltrieb, that human beings can be 

free. In other words, the Spieltrieb seems to be driving us towards a reconciliation of 

our drives thereby allowing us to act freely, yet not without laws. Reason is not 

dispensed of. On the contrary, its law is simply not felt as such because aesthetic play 

allows for heautonomy in which we can govern ourselves, give ourselves our own 

limits by pursuing aesthetic pleasure as moral beauty.  

Only the Spieltrieb can create the harmony between both drives which is 

needed to connect the Selbst and its Bestimmung, i.e. to gain Selbstbestimmung – a 

self-given purpose. In other words, Schiller's terminology itself is basically pointing out 

the obvious: the Spieltrieb is a drive which conjoins the form drive of the self and the 

sensuous drive of the purpose which, when written as one word, is nothing less than 

the German term for self-determination and self-given-purpose. It thus appears that 

while the Spieltrieb brings about the subject’s autonomy as self-determination, 

determining the self within the determinate state of nature, it is the Bildungstrieb that 

allows for heautonomy as self-given-purpose from within. It is the experience of the 

beautiful, in the sense of the callistic-sublime, i.e. both beautiful and sublime, that 

describes the continuous progression from the autonomous to the heautonomous 

subject. Beauty and sublimity are not separate but continuous. Autonomy and 

heautonomy are similarly not opposed to each other but the latter is the aestheticized 

form of the former, making the experience of the beautiful-sublime transformation of 

the self possible. 
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Now, while the experience of aesthetic freedom is a feeling evoked in the 

subject, Schiller argues that it can also be presented in the appearance of objects, 

e.g. artworks like the Juno Ludovisi. This is how, for Schiller, aesthetic sensation and 

the beauty of freedom is connected to the creation of artistic works. Schiller’s notion 

of lebende Gestalt (living form) as a definition of beauty is relevant here because, 

while Kant focuses on the aesthetic pleasure that is elicited in our experience of nature 

rather than art, Schiller’s philosophy shifts aesthetics to the realm of human creation. 

In fact, he conceives of nature as matter that can and should be transformed by 

humans (Berlin 2006: p. 173). Thus, humans as such are no longer a plaything of 

nature but nature has become a plaything to humanity. This also constitutes the basis 

for the shifting focus away from taste (nature) towards illusion (art) (Hohr 2002: p. 

493), which is significant for being able to differentiate between what is real and what 

is artificial. 

In line with the Kantian appeal sapere aude, Schiller sees aesthetic education 

as an encouragement for the Selbstdenker – as an encouragement to think for oneself 

(Schiller 2017: p. 10). Aesthetic education supports the human development towards 

a state of reason, yet without ever aiming to be restricted by it. Perfection for Schiller, 

is not the ultimate completion of this process of aesthetic education but a perpetual 

re-configuration, i.e. a constant becoming aware of one’s own self. It is both an 

internal and an external process, as it has affects human conduct and morality. In 

short, it is an internalizing-externalizing process. Nevertheless, as we shall see in the 

following chapter, the dangers of Bildung lie in the self-centredness of the process as 

it easily shifts from a reciprocal relationship between the external and internal realm 

to a dominating relationship of the external realm. Based on the argument of inner 

enlightenment and individual superiority, it can be used against others.  
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This is precisely the effect that both Isaiah Berlin and Walter Benjamin saw as 

the most dangerous component of Bildung. It appears that this danger could be 

avoided if all individuals within society are equally following their internal necessity 

with the grace and dignity of an organic structure. In other words, it would require 

everyone to be equally cultivated to the degree that the actions of all individuals would 

naturally coincide with each other. It would take Bildung within the collective to avoid 

the perils of Bildung as a merely self-centred process. It thus seems that the perils of 

Bildung are once again to be fought with what is seen as the benefit of the process. 

Is this a case of fighting fire with fire or a case of: “Where there is danger, the rescue 

grows as well” (Hölderlin 2007), to phrase it in Friedrich Hölderlin’s famous words?  

In any case, in letter twenty-six Schiller explains that aesthetic education has 

a social element in as far as only in a society where the individual engages with the 

external world and fellow members of society can freedom be achieved through the 

aesthetic state of mind and can a formative/cultivating force develop (Schiller 2017: 

p. 107ff). This cultivating/formative force does have political implications, in as far as 

it can, for example, lead to the previously mentioned negative effects of oppression 

and domination of others. However, Schiller claims that through aesthetic education 

we will also be able to distinguish true from false Schein – ‘illusion’ (ibid: p. 109) and 

that it is the sense of sight that can help us to do so (ibid). In other words, we will be 

able to differentiate between the truth and the deceit of appearances, if we cultivate 

our so-called ‘higher senses’. This is crucial since it suggests that an aestheticized 

individual would be more likely to differentiate a deceptive illusion, which could be 

used as a means for domination, from the true illusion which makes no claim to be 

real and which makes a point of being an illusion, i.e. making no false claims to be 

true. This could, then again, have beneficial effects on society, in as far as the 

individual’s ability to differentiate between wahrer and falscher Schein, can prevent 



 59 

their subordination through deception. According to Schiller, this is possible if humans 

take on the role of creators, more specifically the creation of appearances which is 

their rightful domain (Schiller 2017: p. 108). 

In general, Schiller thinks that culture or cultivated society has surpassed 

primitive life forms as soon as we are engaged with something other than reality 

because it has grown to find joy in Schein and play (ibid). Even though Schein can 

also be translated as semblance, I consciously choose to use the term illusion as a 

translation here. In agreement with Hansjörg Hohr, illusion is an appropriate 

translation, since its Latin origin ‘ludere’ means ‘to play’ and illusion means ‘putting 

into play’ (Hohr 2002: p. 487) and so expresses precisely Schiller’s understanding of 

schöner Schein (ibid). As Hohr states furthermore: 

First Schiller claims that illusion is the integrating medium of the personality 
and, therefore, in a broad sense the basis of morality. In this respect illusion 
provides the experience of purpose and meaning in life. Second, Schiller 
argues that illusion is the foundation of theoretical and moral thought in the life 
of society and of the individual. The culture’s and the child’s theoretical and 
moral thinking is initiated in and by illusion. Third, illusion is an experience of 
the world in its own right, and as such irreducible. This means that illusion is 
also subjected to certain truth conditions as much as any other mode of 
experience. Illusion thus becomes the object of criticism. And finally, illusion is 
a medium of the criticism of reality; it is the caretaker of desire and longing, 
which are themselves discourage and thwarted by reality. Hence, it has a 
utopian function. (Hohr 2002: p. 487) 
 

It is precisely this critical element of illusion that is important in our ability to 

differentiate between true and false illusion. According to Schiller, the necessities 

spawned by reality are merely the results of depravation and only through 

cultivation/formation do humans expand towards an indifference towards reality and 

find interest in appearances (Schiller 2017: p. 108). Unquestionably, this passage 

from Schiller’s letters sounds more than suspicious with regard to the allegations that 

the form of aesthetic education which Schiller proposes is in the end a Romanticist 

flight from reality. However, one has to read Schiller very carefully here, since the 
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connection that he draws between illusion and beauty is crucial for his understanding 

of aesthetics. Beauty is, for Schiller, wahrer Schein (true illusion) whereas falscher 

Schein (false illusion) only appears to be beautiful. Schiller makes a crucial remark 

upon how Schein as aesthetic appearance needs to be distinguished from Schein as 

logical appearance (Schiller, 2017: p. 108). The former is, according to Schiller, to be 

loved as an appearance and not for falsely being taken as something better or more 

truthful (ibid). If Schein is being taken in the latter sense then it does have a deceptive 

quality because it interferes with reality in as far as it claims to be reality. This would 

have harmful effects on what we think is true, Schiller argues, and he continues to 

explain that as long as appearance is sincere and in as far as it does not make any 

claims to be connected to reality, as long as it is independent from it, illusion does not 

possess any harmful qualities (ibid). In the end, what Schiller is suspicious of is not 

appearance as such but appearance that claims to be something other than 

appearance, namely reality (Hohr 2002: p. 497). This form of appearance would then 

be connected to a claim to truth, and one could argue that the suspiciousness towards 

such a Schein is not only good but essential.19  

By reinforcing the illusive power of wahrer Schein, i.e. beauty, truth itself is 

being reinforced: “The more we reinforce the borders of the realm of beautiful illusion, 

the more we enhance the borders of the realm of truth; the better, also, we protect 

truth against irrationalities and delusions” (ibid). Thus, it becomes clear why Schiller 

thinks that only when subjects surpass the ‘natural state’ reality is ‘simple’ in the sense 

that it is the reality of natural needs and urges, is there no need for illusion. However, 

one needs to remember that it is also a state in which the moral law is no longer felt 

(at least not as a constraint) and if the moral law is given by the subject then of course 

                                                
19 This is an issue picked up on by theorists, like Jean Baudrillard, in as far as it is argued that 
the postmodern aestheticization has led to the indistinguishability between true and false 
illusion, since simulacra have come to replace reality. Simulation substitutes both reality and 
illusion and creates a hyperreality. See Chapter Six. 
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the danger is that it could infringe on the freedom of others. Then again, heautonomy 

suggests that the harmony between the internal self and the external conditions is 

precisely what makes us act in accordance with not only ourselves but that which is 

naturally given to us, namely the striving for freedom. Ideally, there is no interference 

with others only the necessity of the resistance of a perpetual reciprocity.  

In the process of cultivation, and by gaining autonomy/heautonomy, a subject 

realizes that what is added to their existence, when it enters into relations with society 

and the external world, is not only a new world of appearances and that it can create 

appearances itself. By stepping outside of oneself, i.e. externalizing the internal, she 

becomes the creator of beautiful appearances, i.e. an artist. Or, as Schiller states: 

“The reality of things is their [own] creation, the appearance of things is the work of 

humans, and a mind that indulges in appearances does not find mere pleasure in 

what it receives but in what it does” [my translation] (Schiller, 2017: p. 108).20 It is a 

development from passivity to activity: from passive reception to active creation. 

Therefore, humans, in as far as they can learn to differentiate between things and 

their appearances and in as far as this allows them to understand this difference, also 

have the chance to act (in contrast to animals) reflectively rather than impulsively. The 

first step outside of the limits of nature is accomplished through the emergence of the 

Spieltrieb. As mentioned before, the play drive, as it strives for a harmonious 

reciprocity between sense and form, gives rise to a state of mind in which humans 

are entirely human (Schiller, 2017: p. 62-63). And, since they then no longer only 

follow sensuous drives but also the drive to form matter in accordance with forms to 

which humans only have access through their intellectual capacity, the Bildungstrieb 

is established.  

                                                
20 Original: “Die Realität der Dinge ist ihr (der Dinge) Werk; der Schein der Dinge ist der 
Menschen Werk, und ein Gemüth, das sich am Schein weidet, ergötzt sich schon nicht mehr 
an dem, was es empfängt, sondern an dem, was es tut.“ 
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If humans were to remain in a state in which they are immersed in nature, only 

aware of things in direct, immediate contact with their senses, only passively receiving 

and accepting what is received, humanity would find itself in a state in which ignorance 

may be bliss but the pleasure of beautiful illusion would be unknown. Still, as soon as 

individuals are able to differentiate between reality and art, the possibility to exploit 

this knowledge with regard to those who are oblivious to this difference arises.21 In 

other words, an only partially cultivated, aesthetically educated society will always be 

a society in which the dangers of an exploitation of appearance are present and in 

which the political freedom of those who are not cultivated and aesthetically educated 

to the same degree is at stake. One could also say, there is nothing wrong with an 

aestheticized society per se, as long as everyone is equally aestheticized or cultivated 

to the same degree.22 Yet, is that realistic? While, for Goethe “society as a whole must 

be the object of the realized individual” (Chytry 1989: p. 64), fascisms aestheticism 

sought to eradicate the autonomy of the individual for the ‘greater good’ of the state. 

In a strange ‘turning against itself’ the once liberating ideal of the self-realized 

individual through peideia, Bildung, aesthetic education fostered the horrible failure of 

this striving for arete (Elsner 2013: p. 141). It epitomizes the oppression of other 

individuals, races, states under the aegis of an ideal society (ibid: p. 143). This leads 

us to the writings of Isaiah Berlin who vehemently criticized specifically this aspect of 

Bildung, especially in context of his differentiation between negative and positive 

liberty, and his attack on the latter concept.  

  

                                                
21 Think of this in relation to Walter Benjamin’s claim, which will be discussed in the following 
chapter, that by means of becoming aware of the underlying means of production of art and 
appearances the masses can become emancipated from the false illusion of beautiful 
semblance as they are the producers not the passive perceivers of artworks. 
22 This can be related to Schiller’s distinction between savages and barbarians, the former 
refers to the uneducated lower classes who only obey their natural instincts whereas the elites 
abuse rationality for the abuse of their power (see Hohr, 2002: p. 490) 
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3. The Perils of Aestheticization – From Freedom to Coercion 

After outlining the origins of the concept of aestheticization and Schiller’s optimistic 

view on aesthetic education, some of the problems that arise from the utopian vision 

of an all-encompassing Bildung of humanity have already become evident. While the 

focus of paideia was on the education of an elite striving for excellence in both a 

physical and spiritual sense, Jaeger’s understanding of paideia as Bildung favours an 

ideal of freedom above the peculiarities of individuals, especially for the German 

nation. An implied aspect of dominance and power over those who lack the spirit of 

Bildung must give rise to concern. Schiller, too, places the importance of freedom 

above everything else but stresses that moral goodness and freedom are combined 

in the aesthetic experience of beauty. As we have seen, being good and being free 

are two perfectly compatible conditions for Schiller. However, his insistence that 

artworks and their creation and appreciation is the ultimate path to reach this state of 

freedom provides a basis on which scholars like Jaeger could build their theories of 

Bildung, understood as a formation of matter even against its resistance. Jaeger’s 

claim that the creative act, as an act of will and power, is quintessential for the 

cultivation of a people – making it superior to others who lack this kind of 

determination – resonates with Schiller’s argument that humans must become the 

creators. 

This development of thought towards the political state as a work of art and 

the guarantor of total freedom is also described by the political philosopher and 

historian of ideas Isaiah Berlin. For example, in his posthumously published Political 

Ideas in the Romantic Age and Freedom and its Betrayal (2006), Berlin delineates the 

dangers of a conception of freedom as self-realization and artistic expression. This 

understanding of freedom, or rather positive freedom, is famously expounded in his 

seminal lecture on the Two Concepts of Liberty (1958), in which he defines the 
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concept of freedom in two different ways – positive and negative. It is the former which 

is going to be important for this chapter. I argue that Berlin’s critique of positive 

freedom parallels later postmodern critiques of the concept of aestheticization. For 

positive freedom as a pursuit of a ‘higher’ more ‘real’ and ‘perfected’ self, as Berlin 

states, is essentially a disinterested self-realizing within the act of creation that can 

take authoritarian forms as it enters into the domain of politics (Berlin 2006: p. 197). 

In other words, it is precisely this conception of freedom which describes the process 

of aestheticization.   

While there  the debate about the legitimacy of Berlin’s differentiation between 

the two concepts of liberty continues until today, it nevertheless remains influential in 

recent discussions regarding political freedom (Schindler 2012: p. xv). Moreover, it 

still offers an important insight into why the concept of aestheticization remains a 

highly controversial and even condemned concept. Due to the limitations of this 

chapter, I do not wish to engage in the debate about the validity of this differentiation. 

Rather, what I want to focus on is the notion that according to Berlin, the striving for 

freedom in the positive sense, as a quest for self-realization and self-mastery, can 

lead to the exact opposite effect, namely to coercion and unfreedom. For Berlin states 

that it is cultivation or culture that turns on itself: “[c]ulture is not a deterrent of violence; 

culture can be a tool of violence” (Berlin 1968c: p. 24). He appears to suggest that 

positive freedom is to be understood as an aesthetic striving for autonomy (or 

heautonomy in Schiller’s sense), i.e. an aestheticization process that fosters self-

centredness. It is the cultivation of human beings and his critique of positive liberty 

which deserves our attention, as it not only relates back to notions of the Greek 

concept of paideia. It also sheds light on the anti-aesthetic attitudes that prevail in 

many postmodern theories.  
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 After outlining Berlin’s critique of positive freedom and how it relates to the 

criticism brought up against Bildung as an aestheticization process, I will address 

Walter Benjamin’s famous claim that the aestheticization of politics gave rise to 

Fascism. This serious allegation can of course be found in his well-known essay Das 

Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner Technischen Reproduzierbarkeit. To understand 

Benjamin’s critique of aestheticization, I contend, one should also understand it as a 

critique of the concept of Bildung. In this sense, Benjamin’s attack on the concept of 

aestheticization is similar to Berlin’s critique of positive freedom. However, while 

Berlin’s focuses on describing the historical development of the ideas that allowed for 

the concept of positive freedom to become perilous, Benjamin’s historical materialism 

also addresses the developments within technology and our change in sense 

perception. The link he detects between technological advancements, the arts and 

the notion of cultivation as progress leads him to a rather bleak view on the humanist 

concept of Bildung. However, despite his criticism of aestheticization and his 

weariness of ‘traditional aesthetics’, solely focused on the subject and the deceptive 

nature of beautiful semblance, Benjamin nevertheless defends the importance of 

aesthetic experiences. In fact, it is within technological innovations and his conception 

of the shock effect of the dialectical image that he sees a remedy to the lulling effects 

of beautiful semblance (Buck-Morss 2006: p. 41).  

Benjamin’s work is not only crucial to understand the criticism brought up 

against the concept of aestheticization in the digital age, his theories have also had 

an impact on thinkers, such as Jean Baudrillard. New technologies, Benjamin hoped, 

would oppose the Fascists employment of beautiful semblance as a means of 

manipulation of the masses. He thought that the new technologies could oppose 

precisely the ideological employment of beauty and allow us to distinguish between 

true and false illusion. Even though opposed to humanist, idealist notions of Bildung, 
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Benjamin’s writings nevertheless carry an optimistic hope that a reconfiguration of our 

aesthetic senses – away from the ‘higher’ ones towards a synaesthetic apperception 

that would address all of our senses not just sight (Benjamin 2017: p. 51).  This could 

then further our ability to see through the deceptive Schein of beauty used by 

Fascism. Thus, Benjamin, seems to echo the hope that Schiller had, namely that 

through our senses we can distinguish between truth and deception. However, not by 

clinging onto an aesthetics of subjectivity but by allowing for a collective apperception.   

Now, before examining Benjamin’s warnings of the aestheticization of politics, I will 

focus on how exactly Berlin’s critique of positive liberty is also a warning of the ‘dark 

side’ of Bildung. 

 

3.1. Isaiah Berlin’s critique of positive freedom: a critique of aestheticization      
       and Bildung 

 
Isaiah Berlin, a liberal intellectual and philosopher of ideas, presented his 

differentiation between the two concepts of liberty for the first time in a lecture held 

during the Cold War period (Ryan 2015). Against the backdrop of both Fascism and 

Communism raging through Europe and the eventual split of the Western world into 

two blocks, it is hard not to conceive of his differentiation between positive and 

negative freedom without acknowledging its historical context. Born in 1909, Berlin 

witnessed violent revolutions and antisemitism from an early age (ibid) and later 

became a pacifist and opposed to any enforcement of brutality (ibid). His writings on 

freedom and specifically his critique of positive freedom certainly convey the urgency 

of someone who had experienced tyranny and police brutality first hand. Undoubtedly, 

this also informed his theories on liberty and his general opposition to any kind of 

indoctrination. 

 With regards to Berlin’s political stance, it is interesting to note right away that 

there is a certain tension between a pluralist view, i.e. there is not only one end to 



 67 

human life, and the conviction that freedom is nevertheless the most valuable goal to 

strive for (ibid). In other words, Berlin rejects a teleological notion of one specific goal 

or purpose one is determined to strive for. Yet, even if all other sets of values of 

culture, religion, politics etc., are somewhat dependant on circumstances beyond our 

control and susceptible to change, freedom as the right to be not interfered with is 

always worth fighting for. Or, to phrase it differently, it is not the pursuit of freedom as 

the most valuable goal that Berlin criticizes but the pursuit of a notion of freedom 

which, as a creative act and a process of aestheticization, is inevitably embedded 

within a cultural framework prone to be misused. This is reflected in his criticism of 

positive freedom as a striving for self-perfection and an employment of artistic means 

for the gain of dominance over others. Berlin sets this in contrast to the notion of 

negative freedom as a right to be left to ones’ own devices. In his by now famous 

lecture, Berlin outlines these two concepts of liberty as follows: 

The first of these political senses of freedom or liberty (I shall use both words 
to mean the same), which […] I shall call the ‘negative’ sense, is involved in 
the answer to the question ‘What is the area within which the subject – a 
person or group of persons – is or should be left to do or be what he is able to 
do or be, without interference by other persons?’ The second, which I shall call 
the ‘positive’ sense, is involved in the answer to the question ‘What, or who, is 
the source of control or interference that can determine someone to do, or be, 
this rather than that?’. (Berlin 2002b: p. 170)23 

 
To put it differently, negative liberty deals with the question in how far freedom is 

possible without limiting the freedom of others. Or, how much of my own freedom, my 

right to be left alone (Ryan 2015), is allowed to be limited so that I do not interfere 

with the freedom of others. Positive liberty, in contrast, deals with the question of 

control and the question of who can control what is happening to me, or how can I 

exercise control over myself rather than being controlled by others. While the former 

                                                
23 For convenience, I will also use both terms freedom and liberty interchangeably here. Due 
to the limitations of this chapter, I will not further discuss the semantic differences between 
freedom and liberty. 
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concept acknowledges that there are certain limits to my freedom in as far as it may 

not hinder others, the latter does not necessarily imply that. It addresses the 

development of a true, inner self and this true inner self only obeys to itself, like an 

artist it follows its own inner inspiration (Berlin 2006: p. 176-177). While negative 

freedom is considered as the ‘freedom from’ constraints, coercion and oppression, 

positive freedom is the ‘freedom to’ follow my own development my ‘true nature’, an 

inner goal. Undoubtedly, this raises associations with the previously discussed 

concept of paideia as a form of education that fosters individual excellence (arete) as 

the goal (telos) of said education. In both cases, paideia and positive freedom, the 

emphasis lies on a process of individual perfection that follows a certain goal. Yet, as 

already mentioned, education as paideia ought to be understood as a goal in itself. In 

fact, the ongoing process of paideia was conceived of as an endless process of 

transformation and less as arriving at an ultimate end. As an actual goal itself, allowing 

for both physical and spiritual excellence, it incorporated the notion of the good in 

moral terms.   

Positive freedom, appears to focus primarily on the possibilities of control and 

how self-mastery can be ensured, rather than asking whether this impedes the 

freedom of others. In Political Ideas in the Romantic Age, Berlin further describes 

positive freedom as a process of self-development and self-realization, according to 

one’s own inner reason, guided by the absolute ideas of each individual human being 

(Berlin 2006: p. 173). In contrast to negative liberty, which he defines as a sphere in 

which one is free from coercion and not hemmed in by insurmountable obstacles, 

positive liberty is more than just a mere absence of coercion. It is an active taking 

charge of the subject, a freedom to follow the urge to shape the world around us to 

our own desires. Or, in Berlin’s words, positive liberty is “always a disinterested self-

realizing activity the goal of which is not discovered, but generated or made by, 
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identical with, the activity itself” (Berlin 2006: p. 197). It is this Romantic notion of 

freedom which, to quote Berlin again, “takes both anarchistic and authoritarian forms 

[…] and [which] dominates both aesthetic and political theories to an increasing 

extend to our own day” (ibid). The moral implications are, that in this conception laws 

and ends are no longer discovered but invented (ibid: p. 176). In other words, freedom 

in the positive sense allows the subject to dismiss ethical and political considerations 

imposed by institutions but to follow an inner “ideal or goal, which is the right ideal or 

goal because therein I am fulfilling my true inner self” (ibid). 

There are two aspects that are worth pointing out here. Firstly, Berlin’s 

description of positive freedom as a disinterested self-realizing activity appears to 

refer to Kant’s notion of disinterestedness in the state of aesthetic judgment, outlined 

in his Critique of Judgment (Kant 2011: p. 79). Secondly, Berlin saw himself as a 

friend and defender of the Enlightenment, following Kant’s stern critique of 

Romanticism, but also pointing out the historical development of an exploitation of the 

Enlightenment’s ideals (Berlin 1968: p. 1). The question then is:  What role did Kant’s 

philosophy play in the development of the concept of positive liberty towards a 

dangerous notion of an all-powerful, creative subject? Moreover, how are we to 

understand this somewhat ominous notion of a ‘true inner self’ that Berlin refers to in 

the context of positive freedom? 

The answer to the latter question brings us back to the previously discussed 

differentiation between an external and an internal world – between external and 

internal sensations – which has of course existed over many centuries before Kant. 

As I have outlined in the first chapter, the division between ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ 

pleasures, i.e. external senses and internal senses, directly relates to this separation. 

What makes Kant’s theories so special is the immense impact that they had and still 

have on the way aesthetics as a philosophical discipline has developed in the western 
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world. Now, it is inarguably Kant’s philosophy that Berlin’s notion of a ‘higher self’ 

refers to (Berlin 2006: p. 173). In fact, Berlin claims that it was Kant’s dualism between 

a lower, empirical self and a higher, transcendent self that paved the way for an 

understanding of freedom as the creation of laws from within myself, rather than 

obeying to external laws (ibid: p. 174). It is Kant’s notion of autonomy of the self which 

is trying to escape the determination of the natural world (heteronomy) that lies at the 

heart of the conception of positive freedom. 

Interestingly, in his Critique of Judgment Kant states that only taste can claim 

autonomy and to make the judgment of others your determinant can only be 

heteronomy (Kant 2011: p. 195).24 The aesthetic judgment is a free and autonomous 

judgment in as far as it is made disinterestedly and uninterrupted by concepts and 

reason. Disinterestedness, as a precondition for the pure aesthetic judgment, is 

essential to our autonomy, i.e. our detachment from nature. If I am not detached from 

the natural world around me and the desires and urges of our natural instincts, then I 

have a vested interest in satisfying those urges and I cannot judge freely. This 

minimum amount of freedom – independent from my geographical and socio-political 

circumstances – must be true for all human beings (Berlin 1968b: p. 6) and is 

accessible to the inner self, the ‘higher senses’. It stands in contrast to the empirical 

‘lower senses’ insofar as they, by our inevitable finite embodiment, will always be 

limited and heteronomous.  

It is of significance to note that Berlin’s conception of positive freedom can be 

seen as the identical twin to that of individual autonomy (Christman 1989: p. 3), or at 

least that Kant’s conception of autonomy is the basis on which the concept of positive 

freedom rests. In his discussion of Kant’s concept of autonomy in relation to positive 

freedom, he writes that autonomy means to be in control:  

                                                
24 Original: „Der Geschmack macht bloß auf Autonomie Anspruch. Fremde Urteile sich zum 
Bestimmungsgrund zu machen, wäre Heteronomie.“ 
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Heteronomy, which is the opposite of autonomy, means that I am not 
independent. I am not independent because I am overcome by passions, 
because I am overcome by desires or fears or hopes which force me to do 
various things which I might not, in some deeper sense, wish to do, which I 
regret afterwards, which I repent of which I say that if I were at my best, I were 
really I, I would not be doing. Heteronomy means that you are in some way 
subject to, a slave of, factors over which you have no control. Autonomy is the 
opposite. Autonomy means that you act as you act because this is your will; 
you are acting – acting, not being acted upon (Berlin 2002a: p. 61) 

 
And it is this notion of autonomy, this unapologetic acting upon the subject’s own will 

that can separate itself from the entrapments of your empirical self, i.e. the body you 

inhabit. The only other option (the Stoic path) would be a complete eradication from 

all my desires and urges connected to an external world I cannot control (Berlin 2006: 

p. 166-167). If I do not want to submit to such conditions, I can use persuasion, public 

law, private influence or force to prevent others from acting upon me (ibid: p. 167). 

One can easily see how Schiller continued this notion of freedom into the aesthetic 

realm, when one considers Kant’s distinction between the agreeable, which caters to 

the empirical taste, and the beautiful, which elicits pleasurable sensations in the 

subject’s mind. While the former senses are always in some way or other determined 

by and dependent of the outside world (heteronomy), it is only the latter that allow for 

true freedom (autonomy). Schiller’s conception of heautonomy can thus be 

interpreted as a kind of freedom that makes moral law itself a creation of the self 

rather than something to be found or discovered in an objective realm (ibid: p. 174-

175).  

This is where the ideal of freedom as creativity, freedom as an active, creative 

push of your inner self to express itself and to shape the world around you in 

accordance with your own ideals comes from. The disastrous element is, as Berlin 

vehemently stresses by drawing on the works of Schiller and Fichte, that from this 

moment on we are creators and we do not exist for nature, nature exists for us (Berlin 

1968c: p. 9). It is disastrous because we can then subsume the freedom of others 



 72 

under our own. This is of course a sheer rejection of the Enlightenment’s praise for 

nature and the powerless role that humans still had towards nature (Berlin 1968c: p. 

9).  

This notion of freedom possibly began as a noble idea of men striving for a 

greater good but it is turned into the idea of striving for my own, self-created ideal, 

regardless of whether it may interfere with that of others. As Berlin writes: “If I create 

things, the whole problem of truth and falsehood drops away. The model is, in fact, 

aesthetic. This is the crucial centre, if you like, of the whole irrationalist or romantic or 

self-expressive movement” (ibid: p. 10). According to Berlin, it is a doctrine of pure 

self-development of individualism whose end is nothing but self-development (ibid: p. 

14), leading to self-expressive anarchism renouncing the state and all its institutions 

at one point (ibid), then declaring the state itself as the ultimate artwork (ibid: p. 20). 

It is Bildung turned into individualism which turns onto itself and, as Fichte believed, 

the individual becomes nothing in the light of the powerful unity of its group (ibid: p. 

22) – a thought that of course also resonates in Jaeger’s writings on paideia. Berlin 

strongly rejects this notion of freedom that could end in self-annihilation, in dying for 

your own principles in order to stay true to your real self, and he ultimately sees the 

roots of nationalism, Fascism and the cult for extreme heroic individualism in them 

(Berlin 1968a: p. 12). 

Morality, subjective rather than a universal law, falls by the wayside. Now, one 

could object that this is obviously not at all in accordance with Kant’s moral law as a 

universal law of reason in accordance with which man must always be judged (Kant 

1987: p. 334). However, Kant’s harsh separation between the two selves, the 

empirical and the noumenal, did allow for a rather peculiar following of thinkers. As 

Berlin states:   

Morality is seen to be not a collection of facts to be discovered by special 
faculties for discovering moral facts to be discovered by special faculties for 
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discovering moral facts, as many philosopher, from Plato to our own day, have 
believed to be true; morality is rather something which is ordered, and 
therefore cannot be discovered. It is invented not discovered, made not found. 
In this it becomes akin to artistic creation. Kant, who speaks of objective, 
universal rules in some sense discovered by the right use of reason, certainly 
does not draw this quasi-aesthetic conclusion; but he moves us towards it. 
(Berlin 2002a: p. 60) 

 
Thus, Kant certainly involuntarily paved the way for later Romantic conceptions of 

freedom as artistic expression that follows an ideal, an inner impulse, which does not 

obey to any objective laws (ibid). This establishes a strong link between aesthetics 

and individual autonomy and this is precisely where philosophers such as Schiller 

begin with their own theories on aesthetics and freedom, very much in the footsteps 

of Kant. Once again, as unlikely as it may seem, a red thread seems to run from 

Kant’s strict moral philosophy to Friedrich Nietzsche’s aesthetic moralism. What is 

central to this shift in conception of what constitutes freedom, towards the positive 

concept of freedom that is, is a 

[..] transfer of emphasis from reason to will [which] created that notion of 
freedom which is not the notion of non-interference, not the notion of permitting 
each man to have his choice, but the notion of self-expression, the notion of 
imposing yourself upon the medium, the notion of freedom as the removal of 
obstacles to yourself. (Berlin 2002a: p. 71) 

 
Art as a form of self-expression, expression of the true inner self, is thus central to 

such an understanding of freedom. It is in this regard that Schiller, as a follower of 

Kant’s philosophy, develops his philosophy of an aesthetic education of mankind 

based on the conviction that it is within the free play of artistic creation and aesthetic 

sensation that the highest degree of freedom is realized. 

Moreover, as Berlin states, one of the things Kant disliked the most was 

paternalism (Berlin 1968b: p. 7). He objected to the idea that a ruler or despot treated 

his subjects as not quite grown-up beings, thereby depriving them of their individual 

autonomy (Berlin 1968b: p. 8). Here I want to reiterate that this is precisely the 
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distinction I drew between the German words Erziehung and Bildung. Whereas the 

former implies a certain heteronomy, a guidance and rearing by outside forces, 

Bildung is the development of an individual autonomy. It is without a doubt the latter 

that Schiller was truly interested in when he conceived of his theory of aesthetic 

education. While Erziehung may depend on the external world of appearances and 

the things that surround us, freedom in the positive sense depends on inner volition 

of my own free will is independent from nature.  

As Berlin writes, Schiller is intoxicated with the idea of, the sheer word 

‘freedom’ (Berlin 1968b: p. 17). He accepted the Kantian division of the world into the 

mechanic external world and the inner world of the free true self and his entire notion 

of freedom through play and through artistic expression derives from Kantian 

principles (Berlin 2006: p. 173) but he drove these ideas into a direction Kant himself 

disliked. It is the intertwining of morality and art that allows the ‘higher self’ the ‘true 

self’ to follow laws that it has created itself but that are deemed universal by way of 

reason. This is, as Berlin explains, the central notion of Bildung which he describes 

as 

the shaping of human beings, the central idea for which the celebrated group 
of German humanists in this period – Goethe, Schiller, Herder, Humboldt – is 
justly remembered, [which] consists in the development of personality to the 
fullest extent, the limitless development of every faculty and property as richly 
and as variously as possible. (Berlin 2002a: p. 175) 

 
This is how the concepts of Bildung and positive freedom are ultimately connected.  

The artist who, by means of creative force, is able to access this higher self and to 

wield his power exercises his freedom by “dominating the matter which obstructs his 

free self-realisation, according to those principles which the creative force within him 

in fact dictates” (ibid: p. 179). He or she imagines and builds the world in accordance 

with the rules and goals from within. Other people and the outside world is only 

necessary for such self-development in as far as it is a willed other, an other that 
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opposes us but that does not truly threaten our self (ibid). Art certainly seems a 

promising candidate for such a task insofar as it can present us with an experience 

other to that of ourselves self while never truly threatening our capacity of self-

expression. In fact, it is matter subsumed under our own laws.  

This shaping and moulding of our surroundings to make them pleasing and to 

exercise our own ability to create is of course an aestheticization process. It is both 

an outward aestheticization in terms of an externalizing of the internal, i.e. making an 

impression on matter according to our own will, and an inward aestheticization, i.e. a 

cultivation of our internal, ‘higher’ senses away from animalistic urges. This cultivation 

process understood as a rigorous perfecting and optimizing of myself and the world 

around me is precisely what renders my possibly noble goals dubious. The seemingly 

limitless possibilities of my actions may indeed allow for a feeling of ultimate freedom. 

For if limits and laws are not something external to me but something I create myself 

then they become adjustable. The only true limit that will remain is death. Yet, if a 

cultivation of myself is a process towards a more perfected and less determined 

existence, then even death may not appear as threatening. It is in this pursuit of self-

realization that one can quickly turn against those who do not comply with my own 

goals, who seem to obstruct my path to perfection. As Berlin writes:  

If freedom consists in altering what I find, as a sculptor moulds clay, or a 
composer shapes sound, irrespective of the condition in which he finds his 
raw material, and if an individual seeking liberty must transform the 
conventions of his society or perhaps break them altogether, if they confine 
his turbulent spirit in a manner contrary to its ‘inner’ goals, why should any 
rules, any laws, remain sacred? (Berlin 2006: p. 202) 
 

Positive freedom, or aestheticization, understood in this sense is an all-encompassing 

and totalizing concept in which the subject not only makes the external world its own, 

by shaping the external world to its own imagination (ibid: p. 193), but in which the 

interests and desires of others are subordinated to those of a single individual or to 

those of a dominating group. In other words, the pursuit of positive freedom then turns 
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into oppression and tyranny. Furthermore, the relentless quest for self-optimisation 

can have a dangerous aspect even for the subject itself: if I begin to detach myself 

from natural desires and impose on myself the demand to become perfect, my 

imperfections and flaws will have to be eradicated. To do so I have to treat myself 

with the same rigorous, disinterested manner as I do others.  

The quest for positive freedom, as a quest for complete liberation and full 

realization of oneself, easily turns into an oppression of others and thereby an 

avoidance or even erasure of that which is Other to ourselves or which stands 

opposed to our ideals. The beautiful-sublime experience of a self-transformation turns 

into the danger of eliminating precisely what is key to this experience: boundaries and 

the resistance of something Other to ourselves. It is the link between the beautiful-

sublime seen as an experience that seemingly allows us to surpass mortal existence 

and the misconception of such perfection as absolute, limitless freedom that threatens 

to annihilate whatever or whoever is obstructing this path. It appears that the question 

is not whether positive freedom causes the process of aestheticization or vice versa 

but that both concepts are deeply connected with each other. Nevertheless, it is 

important to emphasise again that this pursuit of a more perfect self, both in the 

process of aestheticization and the pursuit of positive freedom, relies on a division of 

humans into a higher and a lower entity within us. It is this division, or dualism and 

the notion of overcoming it which generates the need for self-realization and 

perfection.  

While the striving for positive freedom is considered a process in which the 

subject is “moved by reasons, by conscious purposes, which are [its] own” (Berlin 

2002: p. 179), the process of aestheticization does not carry the same connotation of 

a rational development. The quest for positive freedom, which Berlin links to a Kantian 

understanding of autonomy, i.e. self-government, gained by the subject through the 
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laws of reason, stands in conflict with the common understanding of aesthetics and 

respectively the concept of aestheticization as a philosophy of sense perception and 

beauty. It seems that it is precisely the aestheticization of autonomy, what Schiller 

would call heautonomy, which seems to lead away from rationality. Or, to put it 

differently, what starts as a rational endeavour can turn into an irrational obsession 

with impossible goals. It is precisely this drive for a ‘higher self’ — which is seen as a 

more rational and therefore a ‘freer’ self — which Berlin identifies as the source of 

such self-obsession and the internal striving for unachievable perfection. Therefore, 

the distinction between the rational quest for positive freedom and the process of 

aestheticization is not as straight forward as it appears. The individual’s process of 

self-realization and self-government according to one’s inner laws of reason leads to 

actions that are in accordance to one’s own rules. This acting upon the world, using 

my will and imagination to create and design the world, inevitably has an aesthetic 

component. Hence, the two concepts, positive freedom and aestheticization, must be 

regarded in close relation to each other to allow for a full understanding of the criticism 

that is brought up against them. 

In summary, Berlin’s critique of positive freedom not only questions the 

ameliorating effects of the process of Bildung, it is also a critique of the concept of 

aestheticization and its totalitarian, oppressing and subordinating elements. His 

warnings of the dark side of the pursuit of freedom and his delineation of how the 

philosophy of the Enlightenment paved the way for disastrous developments towards 

oppression and coercion, certainly reflects Fascism and Communism taking their toll 

on Europe during the early twentieth century. Berlin defended humanist ideals but 

was suspicious of a humanism that overemphasised human rule over the world, in 

the pursuit of some higher goal. Freedom, for Berlin, rests on an empirical rather than 

a metaphysical conception of the individual, meaning that it is not a matter of pursuing 
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lofty ideals but of defending one’s personal space and protecting that of others (Berlin 

2006: p. xxxiii). This, for him, was a non-humanist conception of freedom, one that 

defines freedom as “self-realization through the union of the individual with some 

larger group or movement, or the dedication of the individual to some higher ideal” 

(Berlin 2006: p. xxxiii).   

However, the concept of Bildung (and similarly positive freedom) also rests on 

ideals of humanism. Particularly, in German speaking countries humanistische 

Bildung is seen as a pillar to the progress of society and it is Werner Jaeger’s 

previously discussed conception of paideia which rests on Humanismus (Jaeger 

1954: p. 13-14). Of course, Jaeger’s and Berlin’s notion of humanism are diametrically 

opposed to each other. While the latter understands humanism in the sense that 

individuals have the right not to be interfered with, Jaeger’s humanism is focused on 

an idea of humanity striving for a higher form (ibid), i.e. describing the subordination 

of individuals under an ideal goal. This is precisely what Berlin so vehemently rejects.  

Once again, the bildenden Künste or schönen Künste are an integral part of Jaeger’s 

definition of paideia (Bildung) since they are an expression of the human spirit and 

culture. Ultimately, it is this notion of the fine arts and of Bildung, which lies at the 

heart of Walter Benjamin’s rejection of traditional aesthetics and the warning of an 

aestheticization of politics that leads to humanity’s self-destruction.  

 
 3.2. Walter Benjamin’s warning of an aestheticization of politics: an attack on  

       the concept of Bildung 
 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, Walter Benjamin conceived of an art theory 

that sought to account for a shift in our sense perception due to the new technologies 

of film and photography. A shift that, for Benjamin, introduced the decline of a 

traditional aesthetics of subjectivity and the rise of a collective apperception. The 

twenty-first century is undeniably witnessing a similar period of technological 
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innovations, due to digital communication and the internet affecting our sense 

perception. The way we produce and perceive art has changed, with computer 

generated models and many museum collections already digitized. In the light of this 

digital revolution, Benjamin’s claim that the sense perception of the human collective 

changes within great time spans (Benjamin 2017: p. 16) and that reproductive 

technologies could oppose humanity’s alienating, self-destructive aestheticization of 

politics (ibid: p. 55) deserves reassessment. Of course, it would be negligent to omit 

Benjamin’s critique of the aestheticization of politics from a thesis in which the very 

concept of aestheticization is the proverbial lynchpin.  

In the following paragraphs, I argue that Benjamin’s argument against 

traditional aesthetics, which in his view had conspired with Fascism, is also a critique 

of the humanist concept of Bildung. It is the aesthetic dimension of Bildung, i.e. an 

aesthetics that rests on inward self-contemplation of the subject, against which his 

polemics of an aestheticization of politics is directed. Benjamin not only addresses 

the dangers of the socio-political aspects of Bildung in connection to the aesthetic 

theory of Schein (Gelley 1999: p. 940), he also challenges the Enlightenment’s notion 

of human progress. Somewhat curiously, Benjamin’s attack on aesthetics shares the 

Romanticist criticism that humanity’s idealization of rationality lead to new 

technologies allowing us to exploit and abuse nature in the name of reason and 

progress (Buck-Morss 2006: p. 54). On the other hand, Benjamin also contends that 

the alliance between art and new technologies – especially film – harbours a 

revolutionary potential (Demiryol 2012: p. 946) that can resist Fascism’s mass 

manipulation (Koepnick 2009: p. 113). 

I will primarily examine the following aspects of Benjamin’s theories: Firstly, I 

will investigate in how far his critique of an aestheticization of politics is an attack on 

humanist concept of Bildung. In particular, Benjamin’s writings on a collective rather 
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than subjective apperception will be in focus here, since this addresses his discontent 

with traditional aesthetics as a means of mass enchantment and subordination 

instead of critical consciousness and illumination. Secondly, and relatedly, I will 

examine how Benjamin’s concept of phantasmagoria. Relating it to his theories about 

the dissolution of aura and beautiful semblance, the deceptive powers of aesthetics 

and the correlation between Schein and Wahrheit (semblance and truth) brings us to 

the question of how the phantasmagorical spell can be broken. Benjamin’s concept 

of the dialectical image is crucial here, since the notion of a collective phantasmagoria 

stands opposed to the collective as a critically aware mass that, by means of the 

dialectic image, wakes up from the feverish, deceptive dream. Benjamin contrasts 

modernity’s consumerist phantasmagoria with the synaesthetic experience of a 

collective critical consciousness and it is through reproduction technologies that the 

principles of manipulation are disclosed to the masses.  

Here, it should also be noted that Benjamin’s theories often echo through 

postmodern discourses on digital media communication and art. Especially the 

concept of phantasmagoria reappears in Baudrillard’s critique of aestheticization as a 

process through which the distinction between appearances and reality has vanished. 

It is Benjamin’s use of elusive concepts such as aura and phantasmagoria that can 

sometimes make it difficult to grasp his thought process. The concept of aura alone 

contains a wide range of connotations and meanings (Hansen 2007: p. 339) and 

phantasmagoria, too, has been interpreted in various ways.25 Due to the limitations of 

this thesis, I do not want to further discuss Benjamin’s use of aura. However, what will 

be relevant for this chapter and for the chapter on Baudrillard, is the concept of 

phantasmagoria. For not only do Benjamin’s writings foreshadow postmodern 

                                                
25 See Jaheo Kang’s discussion, in his article ‘The Spectacle of Modernity: Walter Benjamin 
and a Critique of Culture (Kulturkritik)’ of the different conceptions/misconceptions of 
Benjamin’s notion of phantasmagoria. 
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critiques of aestheticization as a process that leads to the dissolution of reality, his 

attempt to conceive of a synaesthetics that the new technologies give rise to, stands 

in contrast to the usually pessimistic debates surrounding the emergence of new 

technologies and their anaestheticizing qualities. First, however, let us focus on how 

Benjamin’s critique of an aestheticization of politics is connected to the criticism 

brought up against Bildung. 

Walter Benjamin was born and lived in Germany for the majority of his life. As 

a Jewish intellectual, the rise of the Third Reich forced him – like so many others – to 

emigrate. After living in Paris, Benjamin fled from the troops of the Nazi Regime only 

to find himself rejected to cross the border from France to Spain.  Consequently, he 

took his own life (Benjamin 2007: p. 18). Keeping in mind the very real implications of 

the political circumstances, it is not surprising that Benjamin and many other 

intellectuals of his time became critical of the Enlightenment and of the concept of 

Bildung as one of its key elements connected to the notion of humanity’s progress. 

The Third Reich undoubtedly constituted a climactic failure for any conception of 

humanism and Bildung. In fact, for Benjamin, Horkheimer and Adorno the modern 

world was the proof that the Enlightenment failed (Gur-Ze’ev 2002: p. 400). As 

Alexander Gelley points out, what Benjamin objected to was the “humanist form of 

Bildung whereby a certain cultural substance is imposed upon a passive social body” 

(Gelley 1999: p. 947). This stands in direct relation to Isaiah Berlin’s warning that the 

ideal of subjective cultivation – Bildung – as a quest for positive freedom can turn 

against itself, resulting in tyranny instead of freedom. This awareness that Bildung 

“might also find its realization as a dangerous creative spirit” (Gur-Ze’ev 2002: p. 406) 

was certainly present in many people’s minds at the beginning of the twentieth 

century.  
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Benjamin also rejected the Hegelian notion of progress and endless 

improvement (Demiryol 2012: p. 939-940). In his Arcades Project, he even states that 

his aim is to conceive of a historical materialism that annihilates the idea of progress 

(Benjamin 2002: p. 460). The notion of progress on which the promise of a perfected 

society rested (Benjamin 2007: p. 260) only veils underlying barbarism. In his last 

essay, Theses on the Philosophy of History, Benjamin states that “[t]here is no 

document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism” (ibid: 

p. 256). For him, the cultural treasures that have been created over the course of 

humanity are tainted and need to be examined with caution for “[t]hey owe their 

existence not only to the efforts of the great minds and talents who have created them, 

but also to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries” (ibid). Thus, Benjamin writes, 

it is necessary for the historical materialist to distance him or herself from these 

treasures and to examine them with guardedness, as they represent the glorious 

aspects of humanity just as much as its horrors (ibid). 

The kind of barbarism that he connects to the rise of civilization once again 

manifested itself in the Fascists’ use, or rather abuse, of art and technology and in the 

destruction of nature and humanity. When the Nazis integrated art and the new 

technologies of film and photography into their propaganda, Benjamin witnessed how 

these media forms were used to promote the notion of progress and the heroism of 

war under the guise of beautiful semblance (Benjamin 2017: p. 54). In other words, 

war itself was made to appear beautiful. This is how the aesthetic dimension of 

Bildung, of the creative spirit, came to the forefront in its most hideous form, namely 

as an ideology promoting the notion of an ultimate goal for which the German people 

were destined. This meant sacrificing their individuality and lives for the sake of the 

greater good, i.e. the perfect and pure Arian state. These circumstances make 

Benjamin’s rejection of such an aestheticization of politics immediately relatable. It is 
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with this rejection that Benjamin both acknowledged and challenged the moral-

pedagogic premises of traditional aesthetics (Gelley 1999: p. 947). His intentions to 

conceive of a new theory of sense perception to retain an element of resistance within 

aesthetics, against the manipulative forces, is also understandable. 

In the introduction to Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen 

Reproduzierbarkeit, Benjamin emphasises that the old aesthetic ideas of creativity, 

genius, eternity and mystery and their uncontrolled use by the Fascists, could be 

fought by a conception of an art theory that generated aesthetic ideas entirely useless 

to their purposes (Benjamin 2017: p. 9). From the very outset of his essay he is very 

clear about his intentions: he wants to equip the reader with formulations that are of 

revolutionary use in the politics of art (ibid: p. 10). Hence, Benjamin does not 

necessarily seek to attack art’s involvement with the new technologies. On the 

contrary, he thinks that reproduction technologies can tear it away from its parasitical 

existence in old rituals (ibid: p. 20) and he continues: “When the age of mechanical 

reproduction separated art from its basis in cult, the semblance of its autonomy 

disappeared forever” (Benjamin 2007: p. 226).  

The word semblance, which is here the translation for the German word 

Schein, can also be translated as illusion. In other words, the autonomy that art had 

claimed for itself, i.e. its detachment from socio-political circumstances, is revealed 

as illusionary by means of technological reproduction. Or, to phrase it differently 

again, the new technologies have lifted the illusionary veil from art which had made 

us (happily) believe that autonomy, as freedom and as self-realization, could be found 

in the pursuit of beauty. This pursuit, as we have seen in the previous chapter is akin 

to the notion of a ‘true inner self’ and the striving for self-realization, in which the 

aesthetic experience of creation is understood as ultimate freedom. However, for 

Benjamin this hyperbole of beautiful semblance and perfect freedom, separating art 
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as individualistic self-expression from real political issues, was part of the 

bourgeoisie’s power-maintaining ideology imposed on others. With the advent of 

photography and the much faster and easier reproduction of artworks, this hierarchy 

crumbled. 

According to Benjamin, art’s initial reaction to photography’s threat to question 

its aesthetic monopoly was to delegitimize photography’s existence as an art form 

(Benjamin 2017: p. 20) and reinforce an aesthetics of pure beauty as its prime 

principle. This was, as Benjamin states, a retreat into itself: l’art pour l’art (ibid) and 

was represented in art movements, such as the Jugendstil (Benjamin 2002: p. 551). 

What the arts and artists failed to acknowledge was that, as Benjamin phrases it, the 

very introduction of mechanic reproduction into the sphere of art had fundamentally 

changed its character (ibid: p. 27). Benjamin argues that, when the value of 

authenticity and uniqueness was taken away from artworks, they had simultaneously 

lost their auratic value and were thus deprived of their aesthetic monopoly over 

ordinary objects. Yet, while art may have lost its aura, it had gained socio-political 

relevance (ibid: p. 21).  

At this point, the reader may detect a certain discrepancy between Benjamin’s 

rejection of Bildung as an educational tool rather than an end in itself, including the 

notion that the arts could hold the potential to change society, while at the same time 

fostering the idea that it is precisely this potential that needs to be employed for the 

mobilization (rather than the manipulation) of the masses. It is true that, in his essay 

there are several strategies at play. As Gelley states: “[…] on the epistemological side 

Benjamin charts the emergence of a new form of collective consciousness; and, on 

the performative or polemical side, he urgently warns against its possible 

appropriation by the forces of Fascism” (Gelley 1999: p. 945). However, the 

divergence between the dangers of culture and the revolutionary potential of art 
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makes sense when one examines Benjamin’s hope for the disruptive effect of 

reproduction technologies. By reproductive technologies disrupting the relationship 

between the arts and aesthetics – specifically the dogmatic notion that the fine arts 

are the primary stakeholder in the creation of beauty, excellence and perfection, which 

was a praised ideal fostered under the aegis of Bildung – Benjamin suggests that our 

aesthetic perception has changed and thus its revolutionary potential is revealed.   

In Bildung, as a “process of becoming conscious, the person, according to 

Hegel, moves from a symbiotic unity with the world to a division or split” (Schneider 

2012: p. 308). For Benjamin, however, arts potential does no longer lie in this process 

of Bildung, revealing an absolute truth, but in the ability of images to overcome this 

split, thus fostering collective apperception, rather than subjective contemplation:  

Benjamin responded to the split that Hegelian aesthetics had disclosed 
between the work of art’s embodiment of historical truth (Idee) and the 
materiality of its realization (sinnliche Erscheinung) by means of a 
reorientation of the politics of the aesthetic: in place of the goals of Bildung, of 
tradition as an imposed value structure, he predicated a compelling need for 
truth, for a critical consciousness capable of reading the material world as the 
embodiment of social processes. (Gelley 1999: p. 954)  
 

In other words, for Benjamin, reproductions in contrast to artworks are not concerned 

with the embodiment of historical truths and their materiality is directly related to 

change in our collective consciousness. In contrast to Marxism, Benjamin conceived 

of culture and art not as a reflection of the infrastructure onto the superstructure but 

the latter as an expression of the former (Benjamin 2002: p. 460). Or, as Kang states, 

Benjamin did not conceive of art as a reflection of the masses in the superstructure 

but as an expression of a collective experience (Kang 2011: p. 85). Machine produced 

art and reproductions, such as photography and film, present the viewer with 

montages and collages that move away from auratic beauty and offer a glimpse into 

history. In this sense, the end of the artwork as an embodiment of truth is the 
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beginning of society’s ability to see through the mechanisms that dominate the 

material world. 

Benjamin states that this development presents us with the decline of aura, 

not only within the scope of the arts but in all reproductions as they are pried away 

from the sphere of tradition (Benjamin 2017: p. 15). And, he continues that “[by] 

making many reproductions” reproduction technology 

substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the 
reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it 
reactivates the object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous 
shattering of tradition which is the obverse of the contemporary crisis and 
renewal of mankind. Both processes are intimately connected with the 
contemporary mass movements [my emphasis]. (Benjamin 2007: p. 221) 
 

This paragraph, taken from the English translation of the artwork essay, sounds 

slightly off, when compared to the German original:  

Indem [die Reproduktionstechnik] die Reproduktion vervielfältigt, setzt sie an 
die Stelle seines einmaligen Vorkommens sein massenweises. Und indem sie 
der Reproduktion erlaubt, dem Aufnehmenden in seiner jeweiligen Situation 
entgegenzukommen, aktualisiert sie das Reproduzierte. Diese beiden 
Prozesse führen zu einer gewaltigen Erschütterung des tradierten – einer 
Erschütterung der Tradition, die die Kehrseite der gegenwärtigen Krise und 
Erneuerung der Menschheit ist. Sie stehen im engen Zusammenhang mit den 
Massenbewegungen unserer Tage [my emphasis]. (Benjamin 2017: p. 16) 
 

To summarize the above paragraph: it is the mass reproducibility of reproductions 

that changes the mode of the unique object (artwork) and that allows to reach 

everyone in their individual position. This simultaneously makes the reproduction itself 

become reality. It is specifically the verb ‘to reactivate’ that strikes one as a strange 

choice in the English translation and as misleading for the English reader. The 

German original uses the verb aktualisieren which can mean ‘to update’ or ‘to give 

something new importance or value’. However, it can also mean “in die gegenwärtige 

Wirklichkeit überführen, für die Gegenwart verwirklichen“ (Dudenredaktion 2018) – to 

transfer something into present reality, to realize something for or in the present. This 
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understanding of aktualisieren is similar to the English verb ‘to actualize’ which, in 

German, means verwirklichen or wirklichkeitgetreu nachstellen – ‘to realize’ or ‘to 

imitate true to reality’. Understood in this sense, the reproduction techniques allow the 

reproduction to actualize or to realize itself in the present and to meet the perceiver 

in their particular situation.  

Artworks and their reproductions are an expression of the collective masses 

and any attempt to make reproductions appear under the guise of beautiful 

semblance is misleading the masses from not only their right to express themselves 

but also their right to take charge of production. While reproductions make artworks 

lose their ‘here and now’ (ibid: p. 13), they themselves actualize and become reality, 

mimicking the original artwork and simultaneously demystifying it. By imitating 

artworks through the means of reproduction, a shift takes place away from conceiving 

them as individual expressions of subjective autonomy towards a collective 

apperception/understanding of the very conditions under which art and images are 

created. The cultural treasures thus present themselves torn from their context and 

freed from the burdensome task to present an eternal truth. It is in this sense that 

reproductions allow for a dis-enchantment with art and culture.  

As we shall see in Chapter Six, this is picked up again by Jean Baudrillard’s 

theory of simulacra and simulation. And, as Jaeho Kang points out, Benjamin’s 

cultural criticism does indeed share certain traits with that of Baudrillard. Yet, 

Baudrillard sees the sheer endless proliferation of signs and images leading to a state 

of simulation more real than real, i.e. turning into a hyperreality. This hyperreality is 

so cool and detached that it even seems to surpass the enchanting phantasmagoria 

of beautiful illusions (Baudrillard 1988: p. 141). Benjamin, on the other hand, has hope 

for a synaesthesia of a critical collective consciousness that the new technologies 

give rise to:  
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Benjamin’s Kulturkritik can be said to prefigure the emphasis on the cultural 
turn in later social theory and even to precede the post-modern theorizations 
of culture, one of which is later formulated by Jean Baudrillard. But Kulturkritik, 
unlike most postmodernist theory of culture, is primarily concerned with the 
reconfiguration of new subjectivity in the age of the spectacle. The spectacle 
of modernity refers to the phantasmagoria of technological culture as 
anaesthesia; the objective of Kulturkritik is synaesthesia of the bodily 
collective. (Kang 2011: p. 87) 
 

Regarding the reproduction technologies and their role in the change of human 

perception, Benjamin wants to break away from the subjectivity of aesthetic 

sensation, instead focusing on the ability of reproductions’ to reach the individual 

perceiver as part of a collective. Benjamin’s criticism of culture emphasizes that the 

collective phantasmagoria of consumerism can only persist if the subject remains 

enthralled in the belief of its own creative spirit. That is why, in Benjamin’s view, 

reproductions have the potential to raise a collective critical conscience and fight 

society’s enchantment with the commodity system (Gelley 1999: p. 947). In contrast 

to Baudrillard, Benjamin thinks that the phantasmagoria of consumerism can be 

dispelled by an awakening of the masses through a bodily apperception rather than 

a ‘locked up’ aesthetics of the internal senses (allegedly leading to anaestheticizing 

effects).  

This social function of a collective apperception is very different from the self-

perfecting process of the contemplative individual. The new mode of perception is not 

aimed at achieving freedom by striving to realize one’s ‘true inner self’, by seeking 

self-expression in the creation of artworks, externalizing the internal. An emancipation 

of the masses can be achieved through the reproducibility of artworks, by creating 

objects which are disconnected from the creative spirit and which make no secret of 

their origin. These reproductions, which are detached from the creative act of the ‘here 

and now’ and thus without any claim for authenticity, meet their audience with the 
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vengeance of a reality that thwarts the lofty utopia of Bildung. For Benjamin, this is a 

good thing as it forces a re-evaluation of the whole notion of Bildung. As Gelley states:  

By showing that the decisive mutation in human consciousness can be traced 
by means of the history of art and its reception, Benjamin reformulates the 
issue of Bildung in the following terms: How is the new collectivity, the 
essentially urban mass of modernity, susceptible to aesthetic formation in light 
of the technological transformation of the media of art? How may post-auratic 
forms of collective experience draw on these media without falling prey to the 
kinds of manipulation characteristic of Fascist propaganda? (1999: p. 945) 

In other words, the most pertinent question is: How can we prevent the collective 

experience from losing its potential, falling back into the beautiful semblance of a 

traditional aesthetics which is susceptible to misuse, manipulation and suppression? 

It is one thing to witness the crumbling of a powerful narrative which promises 

progress and freedom through Bildung.  It is a new challenge altogether to conceive 

of an aesthetics that no longer rests on notions of self-reflectiveness and 

disinterestedness. The concern that the spell of a phantasmagoria of traditional 

aesthetics is too powerful to be broken is certainly justified. Yet, what exactly does 

the word phantasmagoria refer to?  

According to Samuel Strehle, it refers back to the Greek word phantasma, 

which originates from an ancient theory of perception and as such shares similarities 

to the simulacrum (Strehle 2012: p. 98). Both the phantasma and the simulacrum 

share the connotation of illusion and deception (ibid) and in Jean Baudrillard’s theory 

the phantasma even refers to the illusionistic phantasy of repressing or overcoming 

death (Baudrillard 1993c: p. 173). This is relevant in as far as Benjamin, at the end of 

his artwork essay, states: “[Mankind’s] self-alienation has reached such a degree that 

it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order” 

(Benjamin 2007: p. 242). Phantasmagoria in this sense makes death an aesthetic 

experience. This then again raises associations with theories that link the experience 

of the sublime to an impending-death experience (Lyotard 1991: p. 89). Another 
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meaning of the term goes back to the eighteenth century. According to Kang, 

phantasmagoria was also the name for illusionist lantern shows, created by the 

Belgian Physicist Etienne-Gaspar Robertson in 1797 (Kang 2011: p. 83). The 

audience witnessing such a show would passively look at the ghost like projections 

created by the lanterns. As such a form of illusionistic entertainment, phantasmagoria 

conveys notions of idle distraction and escapism. Most importantly, the spectator of 

such a theatre, much like Plato’s cave dweller, would be satisfied by indulging in the 

visual experience rather than concerning themselves with the production or even 

participation.  

It is precisely this passivity of the sense of seeing that Benjamin thinks can be 

overcome, as he thinks that the change in sense perception brought about by new 

technologies no longer focuses on the optical sense alone (Benjamin 2017: p. 51). 

The tactile senses and their connection to habituation play a crucial role in this mass 

mobilization (ibid). Whereas the process of subjective Bildung may well have 

anaestheticizing effects, Benjamin suggests that the disruption of this inward self-

contemplation by means of new technologies would lead to a synaesthesia that does 

not solely rely on sight. As Kang states: “De-phantasmagoria, that is, profane 

illumination, is realized not only through the appropriation of critical consciousness, 

but via the enhancement of the habitual behavior that improves the mimetic faculty of 

the masses” (Kang 2011: p. 86). In other words, it is by means of habitual behaviour 

and mimicking that the hierarchy of the senses is supposedly broken down and the 

bourgeois conception of art and Bildung gives way to a “wider transformation of 

modern experience” (ibid: p. 74). The concept of Bildung understood as a cultivation 

of the so-called higher faculties, leading to the cultivation of taste, away from the lower 

aesthetic pleasures is no longer applicable in such circumstances. The 
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phantasmagoria of the masses is broken by a synaesthetic Erfahrung – experience – 

which addresses all human senses. 

 In this context, it is crucial to understand that Benjamin distinguished between 

Erfahrung and Erlebnis. Whereas Erfahrung is the active experience of production, 

Erlebnis is the reactive, consumer response. As Susan Buck-Morss states: 

“‘Erfahrung is the product of work; Erlebnis is the phantasmagoria of the idler’” [my 

emphasis] (Buck-Morss 2006: p. 38). To put it differently, in Benjamin’s understanding 

erfahren is ‘to experience’, while erleben is merely ‘to witness’ or ‘to observe’. The 

modernist enchantment of the consumerist phantasmagoria differs from Erfahrung – 

the actual experience of the production of work – insofar as the former is an 

experience of the consumer and the latter is that of a producer. Modernity is wrapped 

up in a phantasmagoria and its pacifying rather than mobilizing effects as long as 

there is no rupture of the passive, merely visual sense perception. What admittedly 

seems problematic here is how the allegedly pacifying effects of consumer culture, 

which undeniably rely on the same reproductions and reproductions of reproductions 

that Benjamin praises, can also create the necessary shock effect leading to the 

awakening of the masses. 

In any case, if ‘looking’ is merely passively perceiving the world of 

appearances then, of course, the Erlebnis as an illusionistic experience cannot allow 

for insight and illumination. And since the individual is always tempted to succumb to 

the luring illusions of beautiful semblance, rather than facing the tasks that have been 

soluble by perception (Benjamin 2017: p. 51), the individual will always be more 

inclined to indulge in the phantasmagoria of the capitalist system of consumption. Yet, 

Benjamin’s notion of the dialectical image seems to offer an antidote to this lulling 

effect: 

Benjamin was counting on the explosive force of the dialectical images to jolt 
people out of their dreaming state. Revolutionary cognition occurred not at the 
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point of production, but at the moment of ‘awakening’. Perceived images were 
dream-symbols which needed interpretation, and this required a historical 
knowledge of origins. Benjamin described the ‘pedagogic’ side of his work: ‘to 
educate the image creating medium within us to see dimensionally, 
stereoscopically, into the depths of the historical shade’. (Buck-Morss 2006: p. 
41) 

 
To see into the depth of historical shade, undoubtedly refers back to Benjamin’s claim 

that the historical materialist must treat civilizations’ treasures with caution. In this 

sense, the dialectical image – as a fragmented montage or collage – allows us to see 

through the shade of civilization. It is ‘educational’ in the sense that it fosters our 

capacity of imagination and see beyond the image into its conditions of production. 

However, it does not originate from the same pedagogical element of Bildung, as it is 

not part of a dialectical progression towards a whole image or an ideal, fostering a 

distancing from our ‘lower senses’. Instead, the dialectical image is like a citation, a 

fragment taken out of its original context, making the past appear current and in this 

way connecting it to the present in a new light (Buck-Morss 2006: p. 34). To put 

differently yet again, the dialectical image is truth-as-image for Benjamin (Buck-Morss 

2006: p. 37). Still, it is not one truth that it reveals but the truth of the false illusion of 

the beautiful semblance.  

While “Fascism appealed to the collective in its unconscious, dreaming state” 

(Buck-Morss 2006: p. 47), the dialectical image disrupts this dream. It has the 

potential to change our behaviour, once we have come to realize the actual conditions 

in which society finds itself: “If we as modern subjects have in fact given up our power 

of agency, then the first step in regaining it is to acknowledge its loss, and to read our 

own behaviour as an expression of that commodity capitalism which acts through us” 

(ibid: p. 56-57). The shock effect of the dialectical image is akin to the Brechtian 

Entfremdungseffekt, where, by means of theatrical distance, the audience recognizes 

its own actions. This is why, for Benjamin, the new technologies bear the potential of 
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emancipating and mobilizing the masses so that they would be thrown out of their 

Scheinweld, their phantasmagoria: “By tracing these images back to their source, one 

wakes up from the dream with the historical knowledge necessary to interpret it as 

nightmare – or realize it as wish” (ibid: p. 60).  

By no longer passively looking at beautiful images but by becoming aware of 

their mode of production in the fragmentation and montage of dialectical images, one 

also comes to realize that the artwork itself has always been reproducible (Benjamin 

2017: p. 11). The mystery, the magic of the artwork’s aura thus vanishes. In this 

sense, the dialectical image plays a key role in society’s ability to fight the allure of 

the phantasmagoria. By employing the mimetic force of the masses, the individualist, 

humanist spell of Enlightenment can be broken (Kang 2011: p. 86). This is opposed 

to the Hegelian evolutionary dialectic of progress and absolute truth: 

In contrast to Hegel’s evolutionary concept of time, Benjamin refers to 
“dialectic” as the Now-Time (die Jetztzeit), that is, the synchronous relation 
between the Then (das Gewesen) and the Now (das Jetzt), between the 
continuous and the momentary. In other words, the historical present is the 
“Now of recognizability”. (Jetzt der Erkennbarkeit). (ibid: p. 79) 
 

Being able to access this now-time is what constitutes the power of the dialectical 

image. Fragmentation and montage (whether pictorial or literary) are techniques that 

relate to this now-time insofar as they force us to realize how they came about. 

Dialectical images are not whole images which magically appear but images which, 

by their fragmented state, present the non-linear story of their creation. Thus, “[t]he 

object of experience, that is history, is never seen again unless it is captured as an 

image” (ibid: p. 80). The importance of Benjamin’s notion of the dialectical image is 

that, rather than presenting us with a stringent narrative of evolution, the image is the 

object of history. Hence, Benjamin’s aversion to the narrative of progress is in line 

with his conception of history as a fragmentation, a shattered image (ibid: p. 79). As 

Benjamin states: “The true picture of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as 
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an image which flashes up at the instant when it can be recognized and is never seen 

again” (Benjamin 2007: p. 255). The image flitting by, much like in a movie, connects 

the past and the present and, as Benjamin hoped, would lead to a reconfiguration of 

the subject, away from a contemplative to a more corporeal state (Kang 2011: p. 81). 

However, the price for this development is a lack of communicability of 

experiences. The Kantian notion of the sensus communis, based on which the pure 

aesthetic pleasure of the beautiful can be communicated (Kant, 2011: p. 214-217), 

stands opposed to the synaesthetic sensation that Benjamin has in mind. As we know, 

the judgment of the beautiful, for Kant, must be disinterested so that pleasure is 

detached from the lower senses. Only if the pleasure is disinterested can it claim 

universality instead of subjectivity and thus it can be communicated to others, with the 

hope that the aesthetic judgment will be met with agreement (ibid: p. 126). 

Synaesthetic experiences on the other hand synthesize, bring together, all sensory 

capacities. This stands in contrast to a purified sensation of beauty that is solely felt 

in the subject’s mind and relies on the detached senses of sight and sound and 

opposes the phantasmagoria of the commodity system that wants us to look but not 

touch (Buck-Morss 2006: p. 37).  

Ultimately, it seems that the same technologies that have, according to 

Benjamin, an emancipating potential have also brought about this dream-like state of 

phantasmagoria in which mass subordination is possible. The breakdown of 

communication appears to be a blessing and a curse. On the one hand: “Benjamin 

finds that the experience of phantasmagoria coincides with a very central attribute of 

modern experience, one which specifically depicts the shock penetrating into 

everyday life and the following breakdown of communication” (Kang 2011: p. 83). On 

the other hand, this breakdown is apparently connected to the same, necessary shock 

effect that the new technologies elicit. It is clear what is at stake for Benjamin: the 
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masses seek to express themselves by mans of new technologies, however, under 

the Fascist regime they are only under the illusion that they are expressing 

themselves. In reality, they are denied the right to have power over the means of 

production. This is where the traditional aesthetics of beautiful semblance is employed 

as a soothing tool that allows for the Schein of mass emancipation but only serves to 

subordinate people: 

Fascism sees its salvation in giving these masses not their right, but instead a 
chance to express themselves. The masses have a right to change property 
relations; Fascism seeks to give them an expression while preserving 
property. The logical result of Fascism is the introduction of aesthetics into 
political life. (Benjamin 2007: p. 241) 

 
This is how the merging of traditional aesthetics with the new reproduction 

technologies turns humanities self-destruction into its final pleasure. This certainly 

has Freudian undertones in as far as traditional aesthetics, as beautiful Schein, has 

the potential to drive society beyond the pleasure principle and into its own destruction 

(Freud 1967: p. 40-41). The phantasma of being able to repress death, or going 

beyond death, and the illusion of humanity’s ultimate control over nature – the triumph 

of the inhuman over the human – is what results in the total destruction through war 

and mass murder. Thus, Benjamin ends his artwork essay with tragic prognosis:   

Mankind, which in Homer's time was an object of contemplation for the 
Olympian gods, now is one for itself. Its self-alienation has reached such a 
degree that it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of 
the first order. This is the situation of politics which Fascism is rendering 
aesthetic. Communism responds by politicizing art. (Benjamin 2007: p. 242) 
 

As we have seen, even though Benjamin’s criticism towards Bildung is not addressed 

against the notion that aesthetic experiences could have educational and beneficial 

effects for society, but against its foundation on the notion of progress. Therefore, it 

is not entirely incomprehensible why Benjamin simultaneously rejected the ideals of 

Bildung and yet saw in images, more specifically dialectical images and their 

convergence with new technologies, a possibility to rectify what the ‘dark-side of the 
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Enlightenment’ had led to. Once again, the concept of aestheticization as Bildung is 

a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it promises progress towards freedom and 

enlightenment. On the other hand, as Berlin so aptly observed, the striving for self-

mastery and aesthetic freedom can lead to supress others. Either way, those who 

already know how to wield the power of Schein as beautiful semblance for their own 

purposes have an advantage over those who do not. This is what Benjamin’s urgent 

warning of the aestheticization of politics ultimately tells us. In this sense, the 

aestheticized, cultivated, gebildete individual is able to control the ungebildete 

(uncultivated) other, who is deemed primitive and not able to determine what their 

true purpose is. Brett Wheeler’s question: “Has aestheticized politics gotten a bad rap, 

or is the reputation deserved?” (Wheeler 2002: p. 124) can indeed be answered with 

an emphatic ‘yes’. Yes, the aestheticization of politics has a bad rap insofar as the 

concept stems from an originally humanist notion of Bildung which, at its core, sought 

to foster humanity not destroy it. Yet, for that very same reason the reputation is 

deserved as we must not forget the dangers that lie in this process: namely 

manipulation, deception and coercion of others.  

It comes as no surprise that the concept of aestheticization is still under 

scrutiny today. In recent years, Byung-Chul Han has prominently attacked the concept 

of aestheticization and argued that it has turned into a process of anaestheticization. 

This raises the question whether Benjamin’s theory that the new technologies would 

generate a new perception of synaesthetics rather than anaesthetics has failed. 

Regarding current developments in social media communication and an undeniable 

increase in manipulative techniques concerning the data gathered with said 

technologies, it appears that Benjamin was overly optimistic. In any case, while 

Benjamin is suspicious of the way cultural progress and civilisation have brought 

about barbarism, Han’s Kulturpessimismus appears nostalgic of a time when the 
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cultural treasures had not yet been torn away from their historical context and their 

mysterious aura remained intact. It appears that Han rather wants to rescue the 

traditional aesthetics that Benjamin had scorned. 
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4. From Aestheticization to Anaestheticization – The Loss of True Beauty 

This chapter addresses the publications of the philosopher Byung-Chul Han and his 

critique of the process of aestheticization, which he claims has become an 

anaestheticization (Han 2015a: p. 15). In Die Errettung des Schönen (2015), roughly 

translated as In Rescue of the Beautiful, Han takes issue with the slick aesthetics of 

the digital age as shallow, entirely lacking in any meaningful experiences that might 

challenge or transform us. He delineates the difference between the slick and smooth 

aesthetics of the digital age as an aesthetics of pure positivity. In contrast, true beauty 

and the challenge it poses to the experiencing subject elicits aesthetic experiences 

that require negativity and a profound confrontation with the opposition of an Other 

(Han 2015a: p. 33-34). Digital technologies allow us to create images and objects, 

rather than fostering contemplation, they beg to be touched. This is taking its toll on 

society: The Positivitätsgesellschaft (society of positivity), as Han calls it, is a self-

inflicted tyranny of a highly individualised society in which the striving for self-

perfection has eliminated any opposition or alterity that might harm the self (ibid: p. 

9). This, however, brings about a Kalokratie, a dictate or tyranny of beauty, turning 

the self into its own most effective oppressor (ibid: p. 71).  Thus, under the guise of 

boundless freedom, we find ourselves in a state of self-inflicted tyranny. 

Interestingly, Han contrasts this tyranny of an aesthetics of positivity with the 

freedom of an aesthetics of negativity. This differentiation, I argue, relates to Belin’s 

critique of positive freedom, understood as a quest for Bildung that turns into tyranny, 

and his defence of freedom in the negative sense. Han’s separation of the two 

different ‘kinds’ of aesthetic experiences also shares a resemblance to Welsch’s 

account of a deep-seated, profound aestheticization, standing in contrast to a 

superficial, hedonistic aestheticization process. Aestheticization, according to Han, 

has brought about aesthetics of positivity, incapable of eliciting any transformational 
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experiences of true freedom. Instead we have become entirely anaestheticized (Han 

2015a: p. 15). In consequence, Han calls for a rescue of true beauty which could allow 

us to escape from the tyranny of the self, as it brings forth the negativity necessary to 

enter into free relations with oneself and the world (Han 2015b: p. 71). What is of 

interest here is that, for Han, the creation and appreciation of art, allows for such truly 

beautiful and meaningful experiences (ibid: p. 101). Yet, this experience vanishes with 

the rise of new technologies. As I argue, his conception of a truly beautiful experience 

is akin to the callistic-sublime (Welsch) transformation of the process of Bildung.  

This understanding that an aesthetics of negativity is reliant on the beautiful-

sublime experience, where one is confronted with one’s own limitations and the 

opposition of an Other, brings me to discuss Han’s notion of the Schwellenerfahrung 

(threshold experience). As Han suggests, when the subject experiences its own 

limitations it is thrown back onto itself and enters a new mode of being (Han 2016: p. 

47). For Han, crossing the threshold, experiencing one’s own limitations and 

imperfections, can be a vital step in escaping aestheticization’s quest for an 

impossible self-perfection. However, since in a state of Kalokratie the negativity of a 

threshold experience has vanished this becomes impossible, since only self-

affirmation and not self-confrontation is the rule. Thus, we not only lack meaningful 

art, we also lack culture and cultivation. This pessimistic view of the decline of an 

aesthetics that would allow for Bildung is akin to a Kulturpessimismus – cultural 

pessimism – which sees societies in a downwards spiral due to our blind, blissful 

frenzy of digital media and communication.  

Here, I will place Han’s writings into a wider context of how his cultural 

pessimism relates to a significant shift between modernism and postmodernism. The 

notion that, with the advent of the latter, the disappearance of grand narratives has 

brought about an erosion of threshold experiences, relates to the critique of the 
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‘anything goes’ attitude ascribed to the postmodern condition (Lyotard 1984: p. 76). 

This notion of disappearing boundaries and limits also plays a role in the aesthetics 

of the sublime as a liminal experience. I argue that Han’s critique of the boundary-

eliminating aestheticization process must be understood as a critique of the 

postmodern condition and an aestheticization that has dismantled old value systems. 

This big transformation not only appears to be an aesthetic experience in-itself, it has 

undoubtedly changed the way we conceive of reality. In other words, the ‘aesthetic 

turn’ (Welsch 1997: p. 47), has truly brought about a transformation. Yet, Han seems 

to fear that this has been the final one. Hence, his call for a rescue of beauty can be 

interpreted as a somewhat reactionary and belated call to return to a ‘traditional’ 

aesthetics and the ideal of cultivation. His ‘despair of civilisation’ is shared in French 

intellectual circles and it is certainly no coincidence that Han often draws on the 

theories of the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard, who shares his pessimistic 

diagnosis of the arts and aesthetics in the digital age. However, while Han follows the 

‘German mind-set’ with Bildung deeply ingrained into the German character 

(Humboldt 2010: p. 232), Baudrillard attacks any notion of culture and cultivation, as 

an inseparable element of the process of aestheticization.  

 

4.1. Byung-Chul Han’s theory of negative and positive aesthetics  
 
In recent years, Byung-Chul Han has frequently appeared as an interview partner in 

German newspapers and TV programmes. Born in Seoul, he undertook his studies in 

German Literature, Catholic Theology and Philosophy in Freiburg and Munich. As a 

professor at the Universität der Künste in Berlin, he has made a name for himself as 

a harsh critic of current developments within culture and the arts. His works draw 

connections between the rise of new technologies and how they affect our 

communication, the way we create and appreciate art and our society in general. 
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Especially his condemnation of an aestheticization process which has 

anaestheticizing effects strikes a common chord within philosophical debates about 

the changing role of the arts in the light of newly emerging technologies. Other 

philosophers, too, have criticised an anaestheticization, deaestheticization or 

desensitisation. The previously discussed Wolfgang Welsch, for example, states: 

“Total aestheticization results in its own opposite. Where everything becomes 

beautiful, nothing is beautiful any more [sic]; continued excitement leads to 

indifference; aestheticization breaks into anaestheticization” (Welsch 1997: p. 25). 

And, as the concept of aestheticization has become something of a key word in 

postmodern debates about culture and society (Jin 2008: p. 141), this claim that 

aestheticization leads to a desensitized state, or a deaestheticisation of art (de 

Oliveira 2009: p. 267), remains a common point of discussion. Yet, as Huimin Jin 

points out, it seems that there is a paradox inherent in these discourses: How can it 

be that everything is allegedly aestheticized – society, politics, sexuality, economy 

etc. – and yet there is no more aesthetic sensation (Jin 2008: p. 141)?  

This apparent paradox can be solved when looking back at the different 

meanings that the word aestheticization carries. Anaestheticization can be 

understood as a lack of access to our ‘lower senses’, due to the cultivation process, 

i.e. Bildung, which means a distancing from the empirical world. On the other hand, 

anaestheticization can also be understood as a lack of cultivation of the ‘higher’ 

senses which, as I have discussed in Chapter One, have come to be associated with 

the cultivation of taste and the experience of beauty. Such an understanding of 

anaestheticization rests on the understanding of a lack of aesthetic experiences in the 

sense of the deep and meaningful transformation of the beautiful-sublime character 

transformation. As we shall now see, it is the latter understanding that Han takes issue 

with for he clearly defends a deep-seated aestheticization in the sense of Bildung, 
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while he condemns a merely shallow aestheticization process which lacks depth and 

meaning.  

In his view, today’s smooth and superficial aesthetics of digital design 

represents a Gewalt der Positivität (violence of positivity) offering no room for the 

Negativität, distance, depth and otherness of true beauty (Han 2015a: p. 10-11). 

According to Han, the superficiality and sleekness which not only dominates the 

design of everyday objects such as smartphones and computers, but also the creation 

of artworks, is symptomatic for an aesthetics of the appealing and the likable rather 

than the moving or challenging (ibid: p. 15). These claims are part of Han’s wider 

ranging social criticism in which he points out the perils of a neoliberal Kalokratie (ibid: 

p. 71), which is turning Western society into a Positivitätsgesellschaft (society of 

positivity). For Han, this process goes hand in hand with today’s relentless 

aestheticization which, in his words, has revealed itself to be an anaestheticization 

(ibid: p. 15). It is this development towards an anaesthetizised society of positivity 

which has made the experience of beauty impossible. Yet, what exactly does it mean 

to live in a Positivitätsgesellschaft in which aestheticization turns into 

anaestheticization? And, how are we to understand his distinction between Positivität 

and Negativität? 

The society of positivity is characterised by its constant demand for 

transparency (Han 2015b: p. 5). It is a Transparenzgesellschaft (society of 

transparency) and when things become transparent, Han informs us, they shed all 

negativity and become smooth and flat (ibid). The loss of said negativity is 

accompanied by a ‘touch-friendly’ interface or surface, appealing to our physical 

senses and our need to bring things physically closer to us. This shift from a 

challenging to a soothing kind of aesthetics, from an unsettling experience of true 

beauty to a merely pleasing one, stands in direct relation to the social changes of our 
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time: the more technologically advanced we become, the less we are sensitized of 

things different to ourselves. This reign of positivity is an avoidance of anything that 

disrupts the self and, in Han’s view, it is not as liberating as one might think. On the 

contrary, the aestheticization process leads to less instead of more freedom. It is 

exactly Han’s use of the terms Positivität und Negativität in relation to power coercion 

and freedom, which links his writings on aesthetics to Berlin’s previously discussed 

distinction between negative and positive liberty. For, according to Han, it is the loss 

of Negativität in our aesthetic experiences which facilitates this development towards 

unfreedom, because for him “[f]reedom in its actual sense is tied to negativity” [my 

translation] (Han 2014b: p. 67n).26 Hence, he relies on an understanding of freedom 

which differentiates between the two concepts that Berlin proposes.  

To recap, negative freedom involves answering the question “What is the area 

within which the subject […] is or should be left to do or be what he is able to do or 

be, without interference by the persons?” (Berlin 2002b: p. 170) and positive liberty is 

involved in answering the question “What, or who, is the source of control or 

interference that can determine someone to do, or be, this rather than that” (ibid). The 

former is dependent on whether someone or something interferes with your activities 

and decisions and one’s right to be left to one’s own devices. It is about the absence 

of constraints and the right to not be interfered with and to not interfere with others. 

The latter is dependent on how much you yourself are the master of your own self-

development and to what extend you are truly able to act in accordance with yourself. 

Moreover, positive freedom also means that not only am I slave to no one, I am also 

not slave to my own unbridled desires and passions (ibid: p. 180). As we have seen 

in Chapter Four, this Stoic self-constraint and striving to become one’s true and most 

excellent self is deeply ingrained in the concept of positive freedom. It is also this 

                                                
26 Original: „Die Freiheit im eigentlichen Sinne ist an die Negativität gebunden.“ 
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distancing from any external ‘nuisances’ which can lead to a dangerous self-

centredness. Yet, in what way precisely can we understand Han’s distinction between 

Negativität and Positivität in aesthetic terms?  

To answer this question, it is necessary to take a closer look at Han’s 

publication Die Errettung des Schönen and his chapter on ‘Das Glatte’ – which can 

be translated as ‘the smooth’ or ‘the slick’. Again, Han delineates today’s aesthetics 

as an aesthetics of the smooth, slick, superficial and pleasing, neither causing friction 

nor any discomfort for the experiencing subject (Han 2015a: p. 9). This kind of 

aesthetics is directed at accumulating the omnipresent ‘like’ of the Facebook 

community and other social media and it is in continuous avoidance of disturbances 

or dislikes (a Facebook dislike button does not even exist) (ibid). In this aesthetics of 

smoothness, Han argues, the subject dwells upon itself in an autoerotic fashion, 

shielding itself off from any invasion by the Other (ibid: p. 33-34). It simply does not 

know of an Other. From Jeff Koons’ balloon sculptures, to the iPhone, to Brazilian 

waxing, everyone and everything is designed in such a frictionless manner that 

nothing disrupts, offends or harms the self, Han writes (ibid: p. 9). Our society is now 

a society of positivity, in as far as we have no desire to confront the negativity of 

otherness and the alterity of what is not our self. The ‘sharing’ and ‘liking’ culture of 

social media and digital communication acts as a lubricant, ensuring that there will 

only be positive affirmation of the self rather than opposition (ibid: p. 10).27  

Instead, the digital revolution and the new ways of designing and creating 

objects and images, foster our desire for familiarity and closeness. It is this aesthetic 

‘lack of opposition of the other’ that clearly relates to a lack of negative freedom and 

the striving for positive freedom as an endeavour that can easily turn against what is 

                                                
27 Of course, it could be argued that the internet has also allowed us access to people and 
things that we would otherwise never have encountered. Nevertheless, the ongoing debates 
on the dangers of ‘filter bubbles’ which guarantee that only content, already in line with our 
own set of beliefs and values is displayed, make Han’s arguments very topical.  
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