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Single theorist perspectives, using only a single theorist to view art, are inadequate and illogical approaches to art.  The aesthetic theories of Formalists, Modernists, and Expressionists help prove this point.  In response to a Jean-Michel Basquiat painting, discussed later in the paper, these theorists would have strict vision regarding what is of importance.  Immanuel Kant, a formalist, would say that form, lines colors and their combination, is the only thing of importance in viewing of a work of art; ignore the content, the social commentary, and focus strictly on the forms.
 With this view we completely miss Basquiat’s text and powerful messages; his social commentary and meaning is lost if form is the only focus.  Clement Greenberg, a modernist formalist, believes art is a “…purely optical experience” (Reader in Phil Arts 28).
  Painting should reflect its self-definition, its flat picture plane and two-dimensional space; Basquiat’s paintings are three-dimensional with figures and shapes, he does not uphold painting as the purely visual experience that it must be.  Painting is not sculpture, whose self-definition is three-dimensional, it is visual.  With Greenberg’s view the distorted figures and Basquiat’s style altogether become meaningless; his eye-catching figures are an incredible powerful part of his paintings, there is no way to look around them.  A modernist completely misses out on an artist like Basquiat because its strict focus rejects him.  The expressionist, R.G. Collingwood, believes art is expression of human emotion; Basquiat’s paintings are just notes of his struggle to express and then finally achieve the identification of that emotion.
 The artist’s experience of articulating the emotion is what is important, not the viewer’s perception.  With this view the actual painting is not considered very significant, just notes.  Is it not possible that Basquiat knew and intended the emotions and messages he expressed and incorporated in his work?  Basquiat’s paintings do not seem like a struggle to express an emotion but instead a dead-on, bold attempt to declare exactly what he wanted to declare.  
These perspectives, using only a single theory to view art, require us to select one area of importance (form, expression, self -definition of art,) and miss out on all the others.  In actuality aesthetic theories can successfully and more beneficially be used as instruments, tools to art, not as exclusive rules. Theories of aesthetic appreciation may be logically incompatible but not if we take them to be tools; it is not about a theory telling us what counts in a painting, but instead about theories as many tools used to enhance our engagement with art.  Morris Weitz, an aesthetician provides a strong argument challenging theories role, in effect laying the foundation for theories as tools.

Morris Weitz re-assesses the role of aesthetic theories, changing the primary question and focus of aesthetiticians from “what is art?” to “what sort of concept is art?”
 Is aesthetic theory even possible?  He sees the historical and constant attempt in “each age, each movement, each philosophy of art” to find and define the “correct theory of art”
  “Famous” aesthetic theories (formalism, emotionalism for e.g.) define their true definition of art in effect leaving out what “the others take to be central”; thus we are left with theories that are “inadequate:” “circular,” “emphasize too few properties,” “too general,” or that “rest on dubious principles.”
  In other words the theories try to fill a role they cannot achieve; they “…attempt to define what cannot be defined….”
 Weitz parallels philosophical theorizing with aesthetic theories to further explain his argument.    

Aesthetic theories and philosophical theorizing both seek and hold the same “root problem.”
  Weitz explains the root problem of “…philosophy itself is to explain the relation between the employment of certain kinds of concepts and the conditions under which they can correctly be applied.”
  This is the concern philosophy should be focused on; objectives within theories of art are not much different.  Weitz ‘refutes’ both philosophical theorizing and aesthetic theories for the incorrect way in which the theories are used; defining true definitions and requiring properties of which have “…no set of  necessary and sufficient properties.”
  “Aesthetic theory—all of it—is wrong in principle in thinking that a correct theory is possible because it radically misconstrues the logic of the concept of art”, additionally he states, “…hence a theory of it (art) is logically impossible and not merely factually difficult.”
  First Weitz rejects aesthetic theory for even existing; next he defines the problems these theories provoke.  

An aesthetic theory dismisses the inherent design of art; “‘Art,’ itself, is an open concept” and cannot be reduced by aesthetic theories as this creates a closed concept.
  Aesthetic theories fault is in defining an open concept, changing its inherent nature.  (Weitz is not defining art as being an ‘open concept’ but seeing the similarities and relationships within.  As with the aim of philosophy, “…to explain the relation between the employment of certain kinds of concepts and the conditions under which they can correctly be applied”, he is treating art correctly, identifying that“…the basic resemblance between these concepts is their open texture.)  Weitz gets to the point, “If necessary and sufficient conditions for the application of a concept can be stated, the concept is a closed one.  But this can only happen in logic or mathematics where concepts are constructed and completely defined.  It cannot occur with empirically-descriptive and normative concepts unless we arbitrarily close them by stipulating the ranges of their uses….”
   Theorists of aesthetic theories ‘stipulate the ranges of their uses’ when they define an indefinable sphere, morphing the open concept of art into a closed one.  Defining art, creating a closed concept, with aesthetic theories also rejects its inherent creativity.  Weitz explains, “…The very expansive, adventurous character of art, its ever-present changes and novel creation, makes it logically impossible to ensure any set of defining properties.  We can, of course, choose to close the concept.  But to do this with ‘art’ or ‘tragedy’ or ‘portraiture,’ etc., is ludicrous since it forecloses on the very conditions of creativity in the arts….”
 Weitz uses Ludwig Wittgenstein’s family resemblance model to further his explanation.   

     Weitz explains, using Wittgenstein, that a definition of art would require a commonality among all art.  Within art, a sphere that is constantly changing, there is nothing common to all works of art therefore a true definition is not possible.  All that is possible, shown through Wittgenstein’s “family resemblances” model (with “no common trait,”) is “…strands of similarities” and “relationships.”
  To give more evidence against the current and traditional workings of theories, Weitz reiterates Wittgenstein’s exploration of ‘games.’  Wittgenstein asks, “…What is a game…” to argue that asking this question does not make sense; it requires finding something common among all games to provide a definition and set of necessary properties and conditions.  The problem is, as within art, is that a commonality does not exist thus a definition is not possible or logical.  Instead, Wittgenstein explains, we must first“…look and see whether there is anything common to all” before assuming so and defining ‘games.’  There is nothing common to all, “Knowing what a game is, is not knowing some real definition or theory but being able to recognize and explain games and decide which among imaginary and new examples would or would not be called “games.”
   

 The “nature of games” is like “the nature of art,” there is nothing common to all of it.  Therefore, “Knowing what art is is not apprehending some manifest or latent essence but being able to recognize, describe, and explain those things we call “art” in virtue of these similarities.”
  This basic resemblance, like a family resemblance with no common trait, is art’s “open texture” that we lose when we try to define art.
  Changes in art cannot be limited by theories, the theories role should not be constantly defining new and true definitions but instead to “…recommend our attention” to X (what the theory highlights,) something new.
  

To emphasize, Weitz’s argues that aesthetic theories should recommend our attention to X, something new;  within art we should recognize that there are no definitions, just similarities, relationships, and ‘basic resemblances’ to be found.  This works for using theories as tools.  Aesthetic theories used as intended by the theorist require the viewer to focus only on specific areas revolving around the work of art.  Thus the specific theory overrides all other theories and focuses our attention on what is most important, in effect telling us to literally ignore the rest.   As Weitz successfully argued, aesthetic theory is “wrong in principle”; it seeks to define what logically cannot be defined, misconstruing the nature of art, by asking “What is art” instead of “What sort of concept is ‘art.’”
  Aesthetic theorist’s point for the theory is to force our attention on one aspect of art declaring ‘me over all else,’ as they have attempted to achieve and declare the real and true definition of art.  This entire idea of aesthetic theories as stand-alone rules needs to be rejected.  To allow ourselves the most beneficial experience with works of art we must reject the intention and redefine aesthetic theories purpose altogether.  Aesthetic theories carry incredibly beneficial and meaningful criteria to draw our attention to within works of art; opening the door to encompass the use of any and all aesthetic theories, pertaining to the specific work, takes full advantage of the theories.  

A pluralistic theory of aesthetic attention involves re-examining and redefining our experience with artistic images.  Works of art, paintings by Jean-Michel Basquiat, are useful to illustrate my approach to aesthetic appreciation.  Traditional aesthetic theories obscure our approach toward art by limiting the field of aesthetic attention arbitrarily.  Focusing only on the specific areas revolving around works of art, such as formalists focus on forms within the artwork itself, modernists focus on the picture plane and two-dimensional space of the artwork, or expressionists focus on the artist’s expression of human emotion, does not take full advantage of what all the aesthetic theories have to offer.  Past aesthetic appreciation theories--reductionism, expressionism, structuralism, and formalism for instance--highlight only limited parts of experience with an image.  Such an approach draws our attention to important aspects of one realm of the work, but in effect, discounts all those parts lying outside the theory; in effect these exclusive theories discount many important works of art when they define art and narrow our focus to one area within works of art. 

In contrast to these prescriptive approaches to art, which limit the legitimate range of our aesthetic attention, a pluralistic approach uses aesthetic theories as many tools, not as exclusive rules to enhance our engagement with art.  In themselves, aesthetic theories can, of course, be logically incompatible; the formalist Kant, for example argues that pure form (lines and colors,) within fine art only, is the only basis for aesthetic judgment. To the contrary, a traditional imitation theory points aesthetic attention solely in the direction of a work’s content, and away from formal issues.  I am not attempting to change or tweak logically incompatible aesthetic theories themselves; instead I propose, using them just as they are, we change their traditional exclusive intent.  A Pluralistic approach accepts the formalist approach but not as the sole approach to viewing art; it embraces aesthetic theories as vital in our experiences with works of art, not limiting the experience to a traditional one theory approach.  

The pluralistic theory I advocate does not attempt to combine all aesthetic theories, but instead use them as appropriate, and as demanded by the work itself, appreciating the importance of each, in our experiences with works of art.  Embracing aesthetic theories as tools to be used for art expands our experience into an interactive engagement with the work, reflecting a widely encompassing, non-limiting experience.  It also promotes and allows for new art; if a new type of art arises, new theories can be made; another tool is added to our box.  Instead of a naïve (thinking one theory will fulfill all of arts purposes,) non-challenging, one-theorist approach between you and the image, I propose there is more to be gained when we experience images with a pluralistic approach.  In my forthcoming example of a pluralistic approach there are benefits that cannot be had with a single-theory perspective toward art. In the cycle I propose, a pluralistic theory invites the possibility of an interaction between the viewer and artist, the artwork itself, and encourages multiple experiences to be had toward the work of art using different aesthetic theories.  Without pluralistic approaches to art viewers risk only gaining one unique experience dependent on the exclusive theory used.  This cycle does not limit the experience to one theory but instead draws from many aesthetic theories, using them as tools.
Experiencing artwork using a three phase cycle, three tools to be used toward art, is one form that supports a pluralistic approach. I incorporate this cycle to show how a pluralistic approach allows us to fulfill the wide ranging purposes art has to offer; any aesthetic theories working together as tools supports this approach.  This is not the ‘ideal’ approach or required cycle by any means, just evidence of the overarching point that is the pluralistic approach.  I will apply this cycle to a Jean-Michel Basquiat painting, The Irony of a Negro Policeman.  First we must examine our own reactions to the image; what about me explains my response of dismissing Basquiat’s images at the onset?  Next we attempt to see what’s behind the image or critique to more fully understand the image; why did the artist create X and why did the viewer create critique Y?  Attempting to learn why the artist created X or why the viewer created a Y critique, pushes us to understand one another and the image: who is the artist behind the image and who is the viewer behind the critique and response?  What about each, their identity or purpose for the image, urged the creation or particular reaction?  Lastly, this pluralistic process of seeking to understand the image results in an examination of our own identity.  Through this cycle of questioning and challenging our reactions (allowing our identity to be observed and scrutinized) and seeking to understand the image or critique by learning about the artist or viewer, we attempt to further understand our identity.  When our experiences with artistic images diverge from naïve, non-challenged perspectives which require using only a single theorist, to being experience as an interaction within a pluralistic framework, works of art, ourselves, and others are more profoundly understood. This particular cycle will be applied differently depending on the type of art but the overall point of the interaction remains; attempting to use a pluralistic approach, not limiting the application to one aesthetic theory, to deepen our engagement with works of art. 

The Basquiat painting, Irony of a Negro Policeman, is helpful for the application of this pluralistic cycle because it contains a lot of information thus room for analysis; controversial meanings, symbolism, and messages, some hidden others clear, all arouse reaction and response for the viewer because of the artist’s creation.  The stronger the reaction aroused within a viewer, the more to explore, the more rewarding the knowledge concerning your reaction will be, making for a more valuable experience.  To see the benefits, a more detailed explanation of the pluralistic cycle is necessary before its application. 
First the viewer examines their own reactions to the image and asks why they are what they are.  This allows the viewer to see what they notice and what they ignore or glaze over.  What is my response to Basquiat’s painting and what about me explains my reaction to the image? Conversely, what is Basquiat’s response to a critic of his work and what about him explains this reaction (obviously getting the artists participation to create this interaction is difficult, impossible in some cases, but if possible an interaction is created.)  Within this cycle, this is a crucial step as we too rarely see the significance found in analyzing our own reactions.  This has to be first, before further examining the image or artist, or our reactions may be altered, overtaken, or buried in the process; if examined later, our initial reactions are tainted, no longer the original, and possibly changed by further knowledge of the painting and artist.

Next we attempt to see what’s behind the image or critique; our reactions are put to the test when we examine Jean-Michel Basquiat to learn about the explanations behind the painting.  Who is the artist or who is the critic and how does their identity or purpose for the image explain the result?  Why does Basquiat paint distorted figures, what about him explains this reappearing form in his work?  In an attempt to understand the image we extend our understanding of one another, the artist of the image and/or the viewer behind the critique/response.  This step is the closest we get to “separating” ourselves, opinions and beliefs, from the image to learn more about it.  We are testing our reactions, challenging our opinions, by ‘setting them aside’ to make room for explanation.  Of the many aesthetic theories this step resembles a structuralist, (looking at what’s behind the appearance of the image to further explain the image) and formalist approach (distancing ourselves from the image.)  Formalists “…insist aesthetic experience requires an appropriate distance— one must put aside beliefs or purpose and give oneself up entirely to the object” this has a notable argument but is literally unrealistic and just one aspect of our experiences with images.
  Obviously we cannot ‘set’ our beliefs to the side as our beliefs are part of us; it is impossible to give oneself up entirely to an object but this is the idea at the core.  We are challenging ourselves and our beliefs when we examine explanations of a work of art.  We become vulnerable and aware when our reactions are followed by explication and examination of reasoning behind the work.  Becoming more educated about works of art and critiques to works of art, looking at the artist or critic, is important but still just one aesthetic theory, one tool toward experiencing art. 

Lastly, this process of seeking to understand the image and one another, results in an examination of our own identity.  Through questioning and challenging our reactions and examining the image in another’s eyes (artist or critic,) we can understand our identity, changing it in the process.  Naïve, non-challenged, one-theorist approaches to experiencing artistic images lead to closing off what art has the potential to be for all viewers and artists, as Morris Weitz explains in The Role of Theory in Aesthetics.  An interactive experience, resulting in an examination of our self, the other, and the image, provides clarity to all three.  This last step more fully shows the benefits of viewing art with a pluralistic, multiple theory approach; a reflective step/experience with art is not possible without previous experiences with the work, thus a single theorist approach cannot provide this opportunity.  The purpose of applying this cycle to Jean-Michel Basquiat’s painting is to give foundation to a currently groundless claim. Basquiat’s Irony of a Negro Policeman is, again, helpful for the application of my theory.  
Since I am the viewer it is only possible and fair to explain the cycle in my eyes, as a viewer, not as Basquiat trying to understand a critic.  The first part of the cycle, is examining our own reactions, asking why they are what they are.  The first time I saw this image it made me very uncomfortable and confused.  I thought it was childlike, creepy, and knew it probably had a lot of underlying meanings but I rejected an analysis because it seemed so puzzling.  Why did I react this way to this particular painting? Most likely because it is frustrating not being able to understand an image immediately; it is a picture of a black male, a subject difficult for me to relate to,  and I was reserved to dig deeper into the meanings behind the eerie childlike distorted figure.  I ignored what I did not want to know.  This first step, examining our own reactions asking why they are the way they are, allows me to see what I ignore, and what I am uncomfortable with and ignorant of.  Without examining my own reactions I do not learn anything about myself, I can skip over the parts of artworks I do not understand; art turns into a strictly ignorant pleasure experience, taking out what I like and understand, and rejecting the rest.    

Second, we attempt to see what’s behind the image, the explanation; who is the artist and how does their identity, if understood correctly, explain the result of what is in the painting?  Learning about Basquiat’s background, the forms within the painting, and recurring tendencies within his works all help me to understand the painting.  

Jean-Michel Basquiat was a Haitian American artist raised in Brooklyn New York; street graffiti was his first form of public artistic expression.
  This said, his background was more complex; although raised in America he had a rich, complex ethnic background, having a father of Haitian origin a Puerto Rican mother and growing up, partially in Puerto Rico and then Brooklyn. He grew up surrounded by multiple languages, resulting in speaking French, Caribbean Spanish, and English; explaining the various languages in his images.  As an African American, with a Haitian and Puerto Rican background, he was one of the few black male artists recognized during the 1980’s, his career peak.  Basquiat started with graffiti and later moved to a variety of canvases with many different kinds of media, including spray paint, acrylic, oil paintstick, pastels, colored pencils, watercolors, collage, and paint.   Examining Basquiat’s background gives the viewer a chance for explanation and further insight into his work. 

The major form within this painting is the sole figure that is surrounded by text and scribble; some crossed out, others clear.  Basquiat has a recurring tendency to depict the black male distorted figure found in this image and also a tendency to use text within his works.  He deals with the “human figure” “…introducing a unique depiction of man, specifically black man.”
  The incorporation of this lone black man in a majority of Basquiat’s work can tell us about him and push the viewer to examine explanations.  This figure is questionable and easily misunderstood until we know Basquiat’s background; perhaps he himself feels this way, but without knowledge of his life we fail to connect his.  Reviewers, Greg Tate in particular, see this as Basquiat’s representation of the black man being “strangers to society.”
  The figure almost looks like it is floating, not stationary or grounded.  This figure has been interpreted many ways but an underlying analysis, from many critics, relates the figure to Basquiat’s sense of a broken and torn identity; bell hooks describes it as a “struggling identity not whole.”
  Perhaps the struggle to hold a single identifiable identity is partially explained by his upbringing and surroundings and partially by later experiences.  Our analysis of Basquiat may be inaccurate and unwanted but seeking knowledge of an artist’s history can only help; attempts to learn about an artist show more respect than assumptions and ignorance.  bell hooks, discussing Basquiat’s work, believes he really “grappled with white and black” throughout his life.
   He is known to have worked and befriended many well-known white artists, including Andy Warhol, while at the same time expressing a white dominated society in his art.  This figure is said to represent “…the existential loneliness of black man….”
  hooks adds, discussing the distorted figure, the “…black body becomes a sign of lack and absence” symbolizing how Basquiat feels.


The other major form within his art is text.  This is also a repeated occurrence within his works that can be useful to discuss.  Explanations, again, can be from Basquiat’s background, later experiences, or the times; the historical time period is also relevant to understanding art and its messages.  As stated, Basquiat’s multiple languages could help explain the mixed jargon found within his art.  These critics see the language and text as a tool and gift within his art, “…being fluent in several languages” Basquiat knew “…how to fuse them to effect,” his images bring us a new “blended” art.
  Some critics, who have spent a lot of time with texts in his images, see themes and heavy meanings within; Basquiat injects “…words which held charged references and meanings- part of his deep-rooted concerns about race… and creation of power and wealth…,”
 his “…genius for social statement: locked in the labyrinth of his painted texts and diagrams are social truths and antidotes crying out for assessment.”
  Analysis of the text alone could be a paper by itself.  Basquiat himself remarks about a noticeable tendency to cross out words; he says “I cross out words so you will see them more; the fact that they are obscured makes you want to read them.”
  This type of examination and analysis of an artist’s background, forms within works, and recurring tendencies within artworks leads to greater understanding of the painting.  Looking at themes within an artist’s work is also an incredibly beneficial task allowing more insight into an artist.  Attempting to examine what is behind the image, the explanation of why the artist painted X, gives the viewer knowledge which can ideally correct ignorant reactions and allow for a  more accurate viewing of the artwork.  Basquiat’s work is unclear with many hidden messages; this step attempts to solidify meanings through accurate understanding of the artist’s background; the purpose of an artwork is a powerful step that we have the potential to grasp. 

Lastly, this process of working to understand the image and the other, results in an examination of oneself, of our own identity.  I recognize my reactions and then trudge through to understand them, to then understand the artist, all in the process of deepening our experience with the work of art.  While learning about the painting I learn about myself, both by what I am drawn to, what I ignore or reject, and by the knowledge I obtain in the process.  Within this pluralistic cycle’s approach, learning about myself is part of my experience of learning about the work of art.  Looking at Basquiat using a pluralistic and interactive approach helps show the benefits of this view.  An examination of our own identity occurs in the process of attempting to use a pluralistic approach to view art.  Again, this reflective step would be discounted with an exclusive single theory perspective as it requires additional steps (here the above two.)  A single theory perspective does not use more than one theory to view art. 

Theories as tools prevent aesthetic theories from limiting our experiences with art.  Without a pluralistic approach to viewing art, like my example of the cycle toward Basquiat and like Weitz’s discussion of The Role of Theory in Aesthetics, experiencing art becomes a limited, non-challenging, narrow approach.  If we reject the intent of aesthetic theories, changing the purpose and use, and embrace theories as tools there is a plethora more to be gained.  In my example of a pluralistic approach, containing just three tools for engaging with the painting, one can see how much there is to be taken into account in viewing Irony of a Negro Policeman. Conclusively, having a pluralistic approach or theory to viewing art parallels art itself, as being inherently open ended (as Weitz explains.)  Creativity and art at its roots cannot be closed off and dissolved by one theory, focusing on one important area.  If we are to treat, experience, and approach art for what it is, we must see theories as tools.  The important thing is to engage with the work itself, using the theories it calls for without limitations.  If we only engage in works of art based on the theory it matches, based on what the specific theory wants us to solely regard within a work of art, we will dismiss many compelling works.  A conversation, an interaction, a relationship within art is not possible with one aesthetic theory.  If people dismiss Basquiat because graffiti is not seen as art, or because he does not uphold the two-dimensional flat picture plane, or because his paintings are just notes, or because content is not important, the fault is letting theories become rules instead of theories as tools.  Theories of aesthetic appreciation may be logically incompatible but not if we take them to be tools; it is not about a theory telling us what counts in a painting, but instead about theories as many tools used to enhance our engagement with art.  A “Pluralistic Theory of Aesthetic Appreciation” uses aesthetic theories as tools; this approach parallels art itself, rids limitations, promotes a fuller engagement with the work, rejects dismissing compelling works based on theories as rules, receives the benefits of all aesthetic theories regardless if logically incompatible, promotes and allows for the creation of new types of art, and lets the work itself demand the tools.
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