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AESTHETIC COMPETENCE 

Tore Nordenstam 

l .  Reflections on a ready-made 
"The work of the philosopher consists in assembling reminders for a particu- 
lar purpose", said Wittgenstein in the Philosophical Investigations. ' When 
reading Wittgenstein and his followers, we are above all reminded of the 
manifold of meaning which is the manifold of our world. The classical 
theory of language, which we have inherited from Plato and Aristotle, 
assumes that every meaningful term has a corresponding essence, which is 
the meaning of the term.2 If you workas an aesthetician under the influence 
of the classical theory of language, you are led on a search for the essences 
which make up the unity of the concepts with which we approach the world 
of art.3 If you work under the influence of Wittgenstein's alternative to 
the classical theory of language, you become sensitive to signs of essentialism 
in contemporary aesthetics and your work is led in other directions. 

'oxford 1953, 127. 

2 ~ o r r i s  Weitz, Hamlet and the Philosophy of Literary Criticism, London 1972, p. 
217 ff. 

"The assumption underlying every philosophy of art is the existence of some common 
nature present in all thearts, despite theu differences in form and content; something 
the same in painting and sculpture; in poetry and drama; in music and architecture." 
De Witt Parker, "TheNature ofArt" (1939), in M. Weitz (ed.), Problems ofAesthetics 
New York 1959. Cf. K.S. Johannessen, Kunst og kunstforstdelse, Bergen 1978. 



When I see a paper with the title "The Reading Process", I am reminded 
of the view that we use the work "to read" for a family of cases, so that it 
may be presumptuous to speak of the reading process4 When I see Morris 
Weitz trying to squeeze the whole of hermeneutics into a singular pattern 
of explanation, I take this as asign of a half-way station between traditional 
views and a praxis-oriented conception inspired by Wittgenstein's late 
philosophy.5 And when I encounter attempts to encompass the character- 
istics of literary texts in handy formulas, 1 look for counter-examples. 

Various attempts have been made to find the defining characteristics of 
literature within literary texts, for instance by making a deviation from 
the normal grammar or a high degree of organization the defining feature 
of literature. But such features are neither necessary nor sufficient for a 
text to be counted as a piece of l i t e r a t ~ r e . ~  For, as a recent writer puts it,  
"Fictional language, particularly literary prose, often has a verbal structure 
that is so similar to the everyday use of language that it is difficult to make 
a d i~t inct ion."~ 

The similarity is carried to its extreme in the case of ready-mades. Let 
me quote a literary analogy to Duchamp's classical exhibits, a poem taken 
from the Swedish author Bjorn Hikanson's Love in the White  House (1967): 

The  lips of t he  scientist move:  


We have found that law-conforming behaviour as well as criminal 

behaviour sometimes may be characterized as being uniform. I.e., 

both those speciesof behaviour may be characterized as customary. 

In our society there exists a social cus tom to respect the life and 

property of others, in a gang of criminals on the other hand the 

social custom seems to reign that one shall appropriate the property 

of others.' 


Towards the end of the book one finds a couple of pages with the heading 
"Information", where the poet explains that "The lips of the scientist 
move" is a quotation from Torgny Segerstedt's dictionary article "Criminal 
Sociology" in The Handbook o f  Criminology. Only the title is the poet's 
contribution. In the criminological handbook the text is a piece of social 

4 ~ . I s e r ,  "The Reading Process. A Phenomenological Approach", New Literary 
History 111 (1971172); also in R.Cohen, ed., New Directions in Literary History, 
London 1974, and in R. Warning, ed., Rezeptionsasthetik, Miinchen 1975. L. Wittgen- 
stein, Philosophical Investigations, 5 164. 
'M. Weitz, op. cif., Ch. X V .  

6 ~ . ~ . ~ l l i s ,The Theory of Literary Criticism, Berkeley 1974, ch. 2. 
'W. Iser, "Die Wirklichkeit der Fiktion", in R. Warning, ed., op. cit., p. 289. 
8 ~ . ~ & a n s o n ,Karlek i Vita Huset, Stockholm 1967, p. 80. 



scientific prose, in Love in the White House it is a poem. What makes the 
difference? Obviously the use that is being made of the text in the two 
contexts. 

Ellis and Lser have attempted to characterize the use we make of literary 
texts in a general way. Ellis defines "literary texts" as "those that are 
used by the society in such a way that the text is not taken as specifically 
relevant to the immediate context of its origin".9 Similarly, Iser emphasizes 
that the conventions of the historical world become "depragmaticized" in 
fictional prose.10 I find these remarks illuminating. They suggest features 
which are characteristic of the ways in which many literary texts are often 
used in our kind of society. But if the suggestion is made that the remarks 
should be taken as definitions of "literary texts" in general, my counter- 
suggestion is that literary texts should perhaps more appropriately be regard- 
ed in analogy with families, games, numbers, readingprocesses, and so on." 
It seemslikely that no set of necessary and sufficient conditions will be able 
adequately to characterize the use of such terms. 

Hikanson's ready-made seems to lend some support to this claim. The 
sociological text does not seem to become "depragmaticized" when it is 
used in the context of Love in the White House. Rather, the functions of 
the text in the poet's context presuppose the functions of the text in the 
social scientist's context. Love in the White House begins with a quotation 
from Lyndon B. Johnson 21.9.1966, in which the President declares that 
"we love peace" but as long as the aggessor does not give up his aggression, 
"we have no choice". We are thus invited by the poet to reflect upon the 
nature of the uniform hehavior of the men in the White House. Neither 
doesit seem to hit the mark to say that "the text is not taken as specifically 
relevant to the immediate context of its origin". We have to do with a 
sequence of poems written in a certain political situation and with certain 
aims in mind. And if it is objected that it is the hallmark of literature that 
it can be used also in other situations than its immediate context of origin, 
the answer would he that this does not seem to differentiate between the 
scientif~c and the poetic uses of the quoted text. In both cases, the text 
claims a general relevance and validity. 

The case of the ready-made underlines the context-dependence which is 
characteristic of sentences in ordinary language, in contrast to the logician's 
ideal of the context-independent proposition. The context-dependence of 
literary texts makes special demands on their readers, who must be presumed 

~ l l i s ,op. cif., p. 44. 

'O "Ein solchesEntpragmatisieren ist ihre pragmatische Dimension." Iser, op. cit . , 287. 
"~h i loso~h ica l  65 ff.Investigations, 



to have a certain aesthetic competence in order to  be able to appreciate 
the texts as literary. A minimum condition that must be fulfilled for an 
adequate reading of "The lips of the scientist move" is that the reader 
masters the concept 'poem'. And in order to master a concept like 'poem', 
the reader must acquaint himself with the relevant aspects of the relevant 
literary praxis, which in its turn presupposes some familiarity with the 
institutions which surround the relevant praxis in our society. In addition 
to his specifically aesthetic competence, the reader must be assumed to 
have a number of background skills like fluency in contemporary Swedish 
and a serviceable knowledge of the political situation in the mid-sixties. 
The quotations from Wittgenstein (in German) and Foucault (in French) 
as well as the allusions to Ulysses, Don Juan, Mayakovsky, Einstein, and so 
forth, make further demands on the reader's competence. 

To sum up so far: An adequate appreciation of the little poem which 
we have considered here requires a rather complex set of competences in 
its readers. Those competences are both aesthetic and non-aesthetic. The 
diversity of literary texts and other objects of art makes it plausible to assume 
that there exists a family of aesthetic competences which are more or less 
similar to each other. There seems to be no reason a priori to assume that 
there is one specific Aesthetic Competence which is demanded in any 
encounter with any Work of Art. 

2. On the logic o f  pictures 

My second example is taken from the realm of images. It will serve to 
remind us of some further aspects of the competence required for aesthetic 
communication. 

Ernst H. Gombrich has emphasized that all images are inherently ambigu- 
ous, so that a picture with a seemingly faulty perspective may be interpreted 
as a correct rendering of an unusual world.I2 A typical picture by M.C. 
Escher illustrates the point: 

" ~ r n s t  H. Gombrich, Art nnd Illusion, Princeton 1969,  p. 244ff. 
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sophical anthropology.2' Secondly, there are a number of concepts which 
are specific to aesthetic action situations, e.g. 'work of art', 'aesthetic 
praxis', 'aesthetic competence'. The reconstruction of such concepts could 
be said to belong to the pragmatics of art. 

Reconstructive models of this kind could be supplemented with general 
models for the building-up of aesthetic competence, which like the other 
models could be used as starting-points for historical reconstructions as 
well as for criticism and planning.22 

The diagram also draws attention to the fact that aesthetic competence 
is interwined with other kinds of competence. The competences fostered 
by the institutions surrounding an aesthetic praxis are internally related to 
the specifically aesthetic competence which is demanded by the praxis. In 
fifteenth century Italy, for instance, there existed no standard-sized con- 
tainers. It belonged to the training of the merchants to learn to calculate 
the volumes of barrels, sacks and bales quickly and accurately. Therefore, 
when the business men of the time approached pictures, they did so equipped 
with special visual skills. And the artist knew that they could count on 
those skills when carrying out an order for a painting.23 An analysis of 
the illustrations of the manuscript known as Codex Egberti similarly 
demonstrates the ways in which aesthetic competence presupposes and 
mingles with other kinds of competence, for instance familiarity with the 
lithurgical praxis at the time of Emperor Otto 

Another way of unravelling some of the complexities of aesthetic com- 
petence would be to reflect on what is involved in the acquisition and 
mastery of aesthetic concepts. To avoid the temptation to regard concepts 
as a peculiar kind of entity, one may regard concepts simply as linguistic 
expressions considered in abstraction from their linguistic form.25 What is 
left when you abstract from the linguistic form of an expression is its 
meaning. The competence one has when one masters the meaning of a 

21Bohler, op. cit. ;idem. "Sprachkritischz Rehabilitierung der philosophischen Antro- 

pologie," Philosophische Rundschau 23  (1976), pp. 17-35. 


2 2 ~ f .T. Nordenstam, "Vetenskaplig kompetens,"Refleksjon og handling, Oslo 1976, 

p. 91ff; idem. "Forskningens yrkesetik-ett kompetensanalytiskt perspektiv," Ideo- 

logi och systemutveckling, ed. B. Goranzon, Lund 1976, p. 86f; and B. Goranzon, 

T. Nordenstam & M. Wkstrom, Arbetsformer pa" Dramaten, Stockholm 1976, Ch. 2. 

23 M. Baxandall, Paintingand Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy, Oxford University 

Press 1974, p. 86 ff. 

2 4 ~ e eDanbolt's paper below. 


2 5 ~ . 
Kamlah & P.Lorenzen, Logische Propci'deutik, Mannheim 1967, p. 85 

2 6 ~ f .L.N@rreklit Concepts, Odense 197 3, p. 37; D. Biihler "Handeln-Konnen, Reden- 
Konnen, Verstehen-Konnen", op. cit. 
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linguistic expression normally involves skills of several kinds: linguistic, 
cognitive, perceptual, pragmatic. 

In order to master a concept 'C' a person would normally be required 
to have at least the following abilities: 

(1) the ability to identify instances of 'C' as instances of 'C', 

(2) the ability to use the expression "C" or one of its synonyms in a 
meaningful way, 

(3) the ability to understand "C" or one of its synonyms when it is used 
by other persons, 

(4) the ability to carry out rational actions in connection with instances 
of 'C', 

( 5 )  the ability to think rationally in connection with instances of 'C', 
(6) at least a rudimentary ability to talk about the concept 'C'. 

To illustrate, let us return to Hikanson's "The lips of the scientist move". 
A minimum condition for handling that text in an adequate way is that 
one masters the concept of 'poem'. This conceptual competence may now 
be broken down into several components: the competent reader must be 
able to recognize poems when he encounters them ( l ) ,  he must be able to 
use the expression "poem" or one or more of its synonyms (the Swedish 
word "dikt", for instance) in a correct way (2), he must understand the 
expression "poem" (et cetera) when he hears or sees it (3), he must be 
able to act in a rational way when he encounters poems (for instance by 
reading the text rather than starting to measure i t )  (4), he must have the 
relevant cognitive ability ( S ) ,  and he must be capable of giving at least a 
primitive kind of explanation of what the meaning of "poem" or one of' 
its synonyms is (6). The skills of the literary critic and historian may 52 
viewed as methodologically refined versions of such hermeneutic skills. 

Consequently, the learning of aesthetic concepts ('poem', 'picture', 
'beauty', 'integritas', 'prospectivo', etc.) cannot be dissociated from the 
learning of the world. Welive in conceptually structured worlds. Aesthetic 
facts, then, are constituted in the encounter between competent individuals 
and relevant situations. 

Against the background of our sketch of what is involved in aesthetic 
praxis, it can be seen to be an oversimplification to talk of aesthetic facts 
or "data" as "given", in the way that Morris Weitz did in his analysis of 
the criticism o f ~ a r n l e t . ~ ~  When Weitz lists the "donnkes" of Hamlet (that 
Hamlet is athletic, brutal, obscene; that rottenness is the tenor of the 
imagery of the play; and so on) ,  he presupposes the existence of institutions, 

2 7 ~ a m l e t  and the Philosophy o f  Literary Criticisn?, p. 228 f f .  
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