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Aesthetics:
The Controversy of

Objectivity and Subjectivity

' Amirhossein Zohourian
English Language and Literature, BA, ‘99

Beauty is by no means an unidentified con-
cept since one often appreciates it even on
his daily basis. From looking at a dense jun-
gle filled with willow trees and observing the
stars in a clear night sky to watching couples
holding hands under the rain and seeing a
local bookstore casually blending in with a
cafe, a person finds a sense of pleasure in
perceiving them, and ponder these pictur-
esque sceneries “beautiful” or “aesthetic”.
However, this is not the case in the works
of art. Although people believe that a rose,
for some reason, is innately a beautiful ob-
ject, a conflict of opinion on the art subject
is quite apparent. For example, while some
experts consider a painting beautiful, others
may see it as having nothing of aesthetic
value or vice versa. Though, since mankind
is always striving for the unification of the
plural concepts and objects, he formulated
Aesthetics, which sheds - only some - light
on the discussion.

The most straightforward definition of Aes-
thetics is: the philosophy (theory) of beauty,
which explains (or attempts to explain) the
nature and value of a piece of art. But in a
broader sense, it also deals with the audi-
ence’s perception of an object (in this case,
a work of art) in the language of the beau-
tiful and the ugly. One might ask himself
“what did I mean when I regard a piece of
art as “beautiful” or “aesthetic”?” Does the
object contain an aesthetic quality by nature,

or I, as a human individual, simply consid-
er it beautiful? The former forms Aesthetic
Objectivity and the latter Aesthetic Subjec-
tivity view. Throughout history, two schools
of thought were present: one suggests that a
particular painting, piece of music, or sculp-
ture has some aesthetic features that will stay

untouched throughout eternity, and when
encountered by different people of different
eras, it is regarded, without any hesitation,
beautiful. The second one implies that all
objects are aesthetic neutral, and it is us who
ascribe beautiful qualities to them. Thus, ac-
cording to this view, it seems fairly common
when a person (of general knowledge of mu-
sic) considers Tchaikovsky’s Waltz of Flow-
ers ugly (or simply not beautiful), while the
other regard it as a beautiful masterpiece.
“...beauty of things,” wrote David Hume,
“exists merely in the mind which contem-
plates them.” This is clearly a subjective ap-
proach; that members of a primitive African
tribe find colored-face black women with
big earrings beautiful, whereas an Ameri-
can stockbroker finds tall and skinny mod-
els wearing Gucci beautiful. To apply it on
Art context, based on Hume’s belief, a critic
may find William Faulkner’s The Sound and
The Fury of aesthetic value, while a teen-
age girl loves how beautiful Jojo Moyes’ Me
before you is. They seem of equal aesthet-
ic value since it is the reader (the audience)
who decides whether a piece of art is beau-
tiful or not.

On the other side of the coin, there is objec-
tivity. “There are things,” said Pluto, “which
are beautiful always and by themselves.”
In other words, Fine Arts have always been
considered beautiful and will stay that way.
Though, many art pieces were labeled not
aesthetic during their time, and still there
are many whose aesthetic features have not
yet been discovered. For example, Alfred
Hitchcock’s  Vertigo
and Jean Renoir’s The
Rules of the Game —
both being among the
top five on the Sight
and Sound list of hun-
§ dred greatest films of
i all time (the first and
| the fourth, respective-
ly) — did not receive
the appreciation they
deserved at first. It
took a while for peo-
ple, and surprisingly,
the experts to consider
them beautiful, regard-
ing them not beautiful
until the discovery.
The controversy of ob-
jectivity and subjectiv-
ity “was one of those
philosophical disputes
that do not deal in de-
finitive and convinc-
ing argument” (Tatark-
iewic, 1963).
Arguably, therefore,
instead of considering
the two views as op-
posing forces, it can
be said that Aesthetics
Objectivity and Sub-
jectivity are somehow
intertwined. However,
during the course of
history, although phi-
losophers were looking
for a middle approach,
one view was always predominant (current-
ly subjectivity has more followers). Further,
the presence of artist’s name and the lan-
guage that the artist chooses for the title of
his work and their effect on Aesthetic Judg-
ment (subjective view) and profundity of an
artwork (objective view) will be discussed.

Jane Austen

The Immortal Writer

Sadaf Yeganeh

English Language and Literature, BA, ‘97

It is universally acknowledged that a library
in possession of many books must include
at least one of Jane Austen’s works. More
than two centuries after her death, Austen’s
works are still among the most read, dis-
cussed, and popular novels in the history of
English literature. But what has led to this
consistent and everlasting popularity? What
is Austen’s secret that has kept her books an
inspiration for modern readers and creators?
If a person reads about the theory of the
novel, they will see what perfect examples
Jane Austen’s works are for the genre. No
matter which definition of the novel you re-
fer to, Austen’s works will be identified as
exemplary novels. The novel is described as
a work of fiction in prose with at least 150
to 200 pages and includes psychological and
sociological aspects of the characters and
the society portrayed. These last two fea-
tures are the ones that raise questions about
whether or not a work, presumably consid-
ered a novel, is a novel or just looks like one.
When it comes to the works of Jane Austen,
there is no argument. The psychological and
sociological aspects of her stories are vivid-
ly visible. The presence of these aspects is
one of the reasons why her characters and
stories are as relatable and life-like as they
are. When we read her works, we see into
the minds of her characters. They come to
life, and sometimes the reader even sees
through the eyes of her protagonists, feeling
what they’re feeling, seeing their mistakes
and reasons behind them, and in general,
understands them like they are living and
breathing people, not made up characters
that were created by someone who lived 200
years ago. For example, when reading her
masterpiece, “Pride and Prejudice”, we can
see the reason behind Elizabeth Bennet’s ha-
tred towards Mr. Darcy at the beginning. We
may even hate him too at first, and as the
story goes on and everything falls into place,
we understand how and why Lizzy falls in
love with Darcy, and somewhere along the
way, we fall for him as well. All this char-
acterization and life-likeness make us relate
and understand her characters, even though
we live in a drastically different society and
world. This makes her works, their influence
and popularity last as long as they have.

Another critical aspect of a novel is how the
author portrays the society their work is set
in, which is another arca that Jane Austen is
a master of. When one reads an Austen nov-
el, they see England and the English society
as she knew it. The importance that was giv-
en to the social status of a person, the way it
affected their worldview and behavior, and
many other features of the world she lived in
are perfectly portrayed in her works. Using
her Pride and Prejudice as an example, again,
we become familiar with the English society
and norms of that period; the importance
of marriage is shown in the words and acts
of Mrs. Bennet. The way the upper-middle
class and the aristocracy treated and saw the

lower classes are expressed in Mr. Darcy’s
first proposal, his early behavior, and his
thoughts. This is also portrayed in his aunt,
Lady Catherine’s, attitude and reaction. She
disrespects Lizzy and her family. The novel
demonstrates laws of inheritance, the un-
justness of which is pointed out in the reason
why Mr. Collins is to inherit Longbourn in
the event of Mr. Bennet’s death and many
other matters and features that are hidden
or explicitly mentioned in the lines of this
work of art are all contributing and adding to
our understanding of that England. The way
her works help us increase our knowledge
about her society is another reason why they
are still widely read and appreciated, she
gives the later generations a palpable insight
into the world she lived in and had first-hand
information about.

Furthermore, the issues presented in her
works are timeless. Love and marriage are
still the primary concern of many novels and
stories. The hypocrisy of the men of religion
is still discussed and is still a problem in the
21st century. How unjust so many laws are,
especially against women, is still topics for
endless debates and discussions. The gap be-
tween different social classes of the society
is still present, and the up-down look of the
more affluent people to those of less income
is still hurting many people’s feelings. Most
of the things that were discussed in Austen’s
works are not yet resolved in our “modern”
world, at least not everywhere. All this re-
sults in us sympathizing with the characters
and putting ourselves in their shoes, result-
ing in the enduring popularity of Pride and
Prejudice’s author.

Finally, her works are appealing to people of
all ages. A teenager can read Pride and Prej-
udice or Emma and enjoy the world they’re
holding in their hands the same way an adult
or a middle-aged person would. One can
even read these works in different stages of
their life and get something new from the
novel each time. Not only don’t her works
belong to any specific age of time, but they
don’t even belong to one single age catego-
ry.

It is because of all that has been mentioned
above and much more that Jane Austen is
still one of our favorite authors of all time.
And I, as a 21st century 21-year-old who has
read most of her works at least once, and her
Pride and Prejudice more than three times,
can confidently confirm the presence of all
that has been pointed out in these master-
pieces. I have felt hatred for the wicked Mr.
Wickham, have been angry with Mr. Col-
lin’s hypocrisy, and have felt the unjustness
of Lizzy’s world for it’s similar to mine. I
enjoyed reading Pride and Prejudice at 20,
as I did when I was 15 and when [ was 11.
With Jane Austen, English literature should
always be on the most intimate terms. We, as
well as the British, really love her; and we
all should be ever sensible of the warmest
gratitude towards the person who, by writ-
ing such works, has been a means of uniting
us with the past and literature.

/e /m,.,}/, T AT
/_'?z‘/mmﬂ;,
. ﬂ.vmsmwé /{
/%t,/ Ao
N mﬁx&ww ,(/
' ///4,,/
. @ Catesd n/l;/
z_’ém/o:jm




