Uncontrollable Beauty

Toward a New Aesthetics

EDITED BY Birr Brexrey
WITH DAVID SHAPIRO

gﬂ, &7

ALLWORTH PRESS

NEW YORK

School of
VISUAL ARTS




00102-86 -13quunyy prep Sojerer sse13u0D) J0 Areiqry
0-06-655088-1 :NgSI
T ‘BursueT ‘sudisacy dreqs 4q ugfssp yoog
A3Ppag g 961 ® ojoyd 12807
AN SJI0g M3N “suBisay seygnocy 4q udisap 1an0n)

SHV TENSIA JO [00T}3S 8 yyias Poysigndoy
0T00T AN 10X MaN ‘JQQ:US PIEZ 3587 01
SUONESIUNWIWO)) GHIOM]Y JO Junduy vy

S YoMV Aq patisigng

TZ¢vg 10 70 €0 %0 <0

“Taysfqud a1 Jo vorssruzad Toud jnoym ‘351191730 10 ‘Burpionar ‘Burddodojoyd ‘TeaTuetpaw
TUOIRfe ‘sueaty Aue 4q 10 ‘Woy AUe Ut paprmsuen 1o “WsAs [easrnar e Ul pazogs ‘pasup

-oxder aq ewt 300 s Jo 3zed op “uonuaAUoY 1y8114dop URILISUIY-UR] PUe ‘UOTU3ALOY)
W2nidon JEsToAlUn ‘TofjusAtion 1y8uddon sussg Topun yydridon ‘paazssar syyBu iy

AopPeg g 9661 ©

ndsmy preuog 4q “asugpusag fo mamiq
udsny prevoq Aq ury Summaspay
ULBI0 D 1130y Aq Ppaa VY oy, fo pug sy
[0V 12q1D) Awraza( Aq “zurgug fimvaodwapmary YT puv fnvag
ASfagopg SeIioy L, Aq ‘ynoq fo 28y 2y ul amydinag

HHIRy 1231eD Aq X0g ayp fo g

43113 T 4q paapa suaggug fiyons

SSPPUE $aL1as Aepoy, samaysay Ay,

4appag T1g 20811 [eHOYpY
AVAOL SOILAHISTV




Freud with Kant? The Enigma of Pleasure

Huserr Damiscu

| I FIAVE ALREADY STATED THAT THIS READING OF FREUD, AND OF WHAT HE COULD
| havehad to say about beauty, will be oriented and framed by his implicit reference
@ Kant's third Critique, more specifically to the analytic of the beautiful that opens
#s “Critique of Aesthetic Judgment” There is nothing in Freud’s text that calls for
mis reference or explicitly justifies it.! In an attempt like this one to assess histor-
scally the passages int which Freud evokes the problem of beauty, other names also
zave some claim to consideration, beginning with that of the “divine Plato” Kant
was certainly not the first to bring what Lacan called the “pleasure index” to bear
on aesthetic matters, but his formulation of the question of the judgment of taste
s echoed in Freud’s text; these echoes are decidedly problematic, but I will under-
zke to amplify them, to set them reverberating, in hopes of revealing something
tnat otherwise would have remained obscure,
k First, the thesis consistently advanced by Freud that the object of the drive is,
at least initially, of no importance, its only point of interest being its capacity to
orovide satisfaction (at least initially: the problem consisting in part of determin-
mg at what moment, under what conditions, in what context, as a result of what
evolution, and in virtue of what displacement the object ceases being, as Lacan

would have it, a matter of total indifference). Would we be justified in comparing
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Freud with Kant? The Enigma of Pleasure

So it is difficult to see, at first glance, what might be the meaning within a
Freudian context of a “satisfaction” such as that posited by Kant as the basis of the
judgment of taste: one that is “pure and disinterested” ~disinterested to an extent
inconsistent with the nature of the drive. For there to be a judgment of “pure”
taste, the subject must pay no attention to the object and what he might think of
it, heeding only the feeling of pleasure or unpleasure awakened in him by its inner
representation. A work of art might well be, as Walter Benjamin maintained, a
document of barbarism as much as of culture, and, to use Kant’s example, a palace
might bear simultaneous witness to the vanity of the great and to the exploitation
of the working class; but Kant maintains that “such is not the subject at hand” (mur
Aavon ist jetzt nicht die Rede): “The important thing in declaring an object beautiful
and demonstrating that I have taste is not my relation to the existence of the
object, but what I do with this representation within myself” (was ich aus dieser
Torstellung in mir selbst mache). The representation is related not to the object but
o the subject. But what the latter “does” with it does not adhere to the register of
knowledge, not even that through which the subject knows himself (auch nicht zu
emjenigen, wodurch sich das Subjekt selbst erkennt): Judgments of taste convey noth-
ing about the object in question, and they likewise tell us nothing about the pro-
nouncing subject, except that the latter has—or does not have—taste, which is to

say that he is capable of declaring an object “beautiful” on the sole basis of affect,

of the satisfaction he derives from it.’

In Kan%’s view, where there is Interesse, whether positive or negative, there can
5e no “pure” judgments of taste, anymore than there can be free judgments of
taste, freedom being paired here with purity and vice versa. Interest of any kind
sither presupposes or produces a need (efn Beduzfuis), and this precludes the pro-
nouncement of judgments that are truly “free” The same holds for satisfaction
deriving from the “graceful, lovely, delightful, enjoyable,” etc., and generally for
“everything pleasing to the senses in sensation.” Whereas feeling (das Gefithl) must
remain subjective and manifest itself in simple approval, in pure assent (Beffall),
sensation, by contrast, corresponds to an objective representation that determines
an inclination, a penchant (eine Neigung)—the sole criterion of the value of things
heing pleasure, in the sense of the enjoyment (das Vergniigen) they procure, or that
“hey promise (welches sie versprechen). “Of that which is agreeable, we don’t say ‘I
like it’ {es gefillt) but ‘it gratifies me’” (es vergniigt).” Avmehmlichheit ist Genuss: “The
agreeable is pleasure”; and pleasure (jouissance) goes beyond assent, implying use
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Freud with Kant? The Enigma of Pleasure

satisfaction in which—to use Kant's term—there is nothing “pathological,” which
Is to say, nothing passive, a satisfaction that’s not induced by a stimulus? How can
we have an affect stripped of all accompanying emotion which, while pure,
belongs to the register of activity (the free play of the faculties)? A pleasure, a sat-
isfaction, an affect whose “purity” is commensurate with that of the judgment of
taste, in discursive terms? If these questions have a bearing on the discursive ele-
ment in the structure of the beautiful, they also concern the relation of pleasure,
satisfaction, and affect to the very discursivity that produces them in all of their
“purity,” insofar as this latter is a condition of the judgment of taste.

Formulated in this way, these questions prompt a reconsideration of one of
the most difficult passages in the analytic of the beautiful, section nine, where
Kant investigates whether the feeling of pleasure precedes judgment (die
Beurteilung) of the object or derives from it, the solution to this problem con-
stituting for him the key to the critique of taste (der Schliissel zur Kritik des
Gescnmacks). 1f pleasure comes first, it is reduced to a simple sensory
gratification and is immediately dependent on the representation in which the
object is given. To sensory taste (Stnnesgeschmack), which has a purely individual
value, is opposed considered taste (Reflexionsgeschmack), which issues judgments
with pretensions to universality: The very foundation of the judgment of taste,
the condition of its subjective condition, is unanimity with regard to satisfac-
tion (die allgemetne Stimme, in Ansehung des Wohlfallens), the universal commu-
nicability of this “mental state” (die allgemeine Mitteilungsfihigheit des
Gemiitszustandes), each individual considering that the satisfaction he experiences
is rooted in something he can take for granted as being shared by everyone, and
so can speak of beauty as if it were a property (Eigenschaft) or a structure
(Beschaffenheit) of the object, something determined by a concept. Insofar as it s
universally communicable, the “mental state” or Gemitszustand is a thing of
words. So a purely subjective (aesthetic) act of judgment logically precedes the
pleasure induced by the object and provides the basis for the pleasure proceeding
from the harmony of the powers or faculties of knowledge and their free play (free

because not limited by a concept) in a representation. But the pleasure experi-

enced in communicating, the interest (Interesse) inherent in sharing the state of
mind that is its point of departure, is not sufficient to account for the judgment of
taste in its most intimate manifestation, which is not intersubjective. However
dependent on verbal expression it is and must be, beauty, like pleasure, even when
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Freud with Kant? The Enigma of Pleasure

" sexual characteristics, and that of the stimulus (Refz) prompted by seeing them
onto the “interest” awakened by these “charms” (Reize), which—it is worth repeat-
ing—are so-called because of “the particular quality of excitation whose cause,
when it occurs in a sexual object, we designate as ‘beauty’” —the discrepancy
between the two meanings of the word Reiz being indicative of an evolution, per- '
haps even a history, belonging not only to the sexual object but also to the subject
here constituting itself, discursively, by uttering an aesthetic judgment.

Thus Freud’s text renews, within a perspective that is not critical but rather
genetic, the question of the role of “discursivity” in the structure of the “beauti-
ful” Judgment as such is a matter of the “ego”—which, under the cover of nega-
tion, sets itself apart from the unconscious even as it frees itself from the
constraints of the pleasure principle. The judgment of taste in the Freudian sense
is so paradoxical as to presuppose, in its capacity as judgment, the passage, by the
ways and means of discourse, from a strictly subjective position in which the sub-
ject adheres to its internal representations—that of the pleasure-ego, the Lust-Ich—
to an objective position—that of the Real-Ich, the reality-ego—from which a
question arises as to the reality of these representations, of their correspondence
to the external world. The paradox, which we have seen also finds its echo in
visual art, resides in the fact that judgment of taste cannot be perfectly disinter-
ested, even though it corresponds to a sublimation of the drive through with-
drawal of its libidinal components. The very act of judging implies the reality
principle’s dominance over the pleasure principle, if only, as Freud says, as a way
of serving it, of assuring its continued supremacy over the long term.’

® % %

Tt would be absurd to maintain that the solution to the enigma of the judgment of

taste is to be found in psychoanalysis. And yet this enigma is present and operat-
ing whenever the question of beauty arises in Freud’s work—an enigma that, once
again, must be understood in discursive terms. Kant’s project was not genealogi-
cal but critical: He set out to build a bridge between understanding and reason by
introducing judgment as a third term, a Mittelglied. Freud’s project, by contrast,
was psychoanalytic, and thus genetic. He set out to determine whence the very
concept of “beauty” proceeded, or from what it derived. The paradox consists in
the fact that this process ot dertvation is at the origin of, or, at any rate, contem-
porary with, the passage from nature to culture inherent in the acquisition of an
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Freud with Kant? The Enigma of Pleasure

beauty when it is not integral to the representation but rather a mere addition,
ornament, external trapping—or, to employ a Greek term used by Kant and
recently given renewed currency by Derrida, a parergon. *

It rernains that, as Kant himself admitted, such misunderstandings often have
“some basis in truth” (etwas Waahres zum Grund). Here again we must operate on
the level of discourse: If indeed there is a misunderstanding, the only way to avoid
it would be through rigorous conceptual definition; in which case the only judg-
ments to qualify as pure judgments of taste would be those in which charm and
emotion play no part and whose sole determining principle is form." But Freud's
thesis 1s, precisely, that it is impossible to anticipate the derivation of concepts.
And isn’t the “basts in truth” of which Kant speaks linked to the fact that if the
beautiful, if “that which pleases,” is meaningful only for man because he is
endowed with reason, this same man is also an animal being and thus just as sub-
ject to the pull toward “gratification” as animals not endowed with reason? In
Freud, it is beauty itself that is presented, at least initially, as a supplement ulti-
mately intended to reinforce sexual excitation, to support and reinvigorate it
despite the ever-present risk of deviation. The problem, again, is to discern

whether sublimation can have as its aim beauty in itself, abstracted from any pos-
sible link with the sexual realm—a matter, as Kant would have said, of “conceptual
rigor” For if, in the wake of the transition to an erect posture, the coprophilic com-
ponent of the sexual drive is revealed to be incompatible with what we might call
the “aesthetic exigencies” of our civilization, these developments concern only the
superior forms of beauty, while the basic processes leading to amorous excitation
remain essentially unchanged. “The excremental is all too intimately and insepa-
rably bound up with the sexual; the position of the genitals—inter urinas et faeces—
remains the decisive and unchangeable factor. One might say here, modifying a
well-known saying of the great Napoleon, ‘Anatomy is destiny” (Die Anatowie ist

" das Sehicksal). The genitals themselves have not taken part in the development of

the human body in the direction of beauty: They have remained animal, and thus
love, too, has remained in essence (im Grunde) just as animal as it ever was."??

Tt was Kant's explicit intention to isolate the question of pleasure from that of
desire. By contrast, Freud set out systematically to constitute desire as an
autonomous energy by freeing it of any immediate dependence on gratification:
According to his schema, desire is educable but the sexual drive is not. Excitation
finding release in discharge does not always go hand in hand with desire, and vice
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Froud with Kant? The Enigma of Pleasure

NOTES

_ References to Kant are rare in Freud’s work; they evidence his concern.to clarify how the hypothesis

ous might be substituted for that of the Kantiana prioriby
spatiality is conceived of not as pure intuition but as dertving by pro-
on but knows

of the unconsci “going beyond” itand artic-
ulating it in genefic terms. Thus,
he psychic apparatus as such: “The psyche has extensi

jection from the extension of t
emes, vol. 2, 1921-38 [Paris, 1985}, 288).

nothing about it” (cf. Freud, Resultats, idées, probl
“Man muss nicht im mindesten fitr die Bxistenz der Sache eingenommen, sondern in diesem betra-
cht ganz gleichgultig sein, um in Sachen des Geschmacks, den Richter zu spielen.” See Immanuel
Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, part 1, section 2 (“In order to play the judge in matters of taste, we must

sed in favor of the thing’s existence but must be wholly indifferent about it”

not be in the least bia
Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing

{mmanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Plubar [

Company, 1987], 46; herezfter cited as Judgment/Plubar).

Thid.
“Diejenigen,
heben.” Ibid., section 3 (Judgment/Pluhar, 47-48).

 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller

welche immer nur auf das Geniessen ausgehen . . . sich gerne alles Urteilens iiber-

{New York: Hill and Wang, 1975), 21;

trans. altered.
. Jacques Derrida, “Parergon,” in The Tyuth in Painting, trans. Geoff Bennington and Tan-McLeod
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 48.

7. “Dadoch Schénheit ohne Beziehung auf das Gefiihl des Subjeks fiir sich nichts ist!” Kant, Kritik, part

1, section 9 (judgment/Pluhar, 61-64).

8. Cf. Freud, “Formulierungen,” in Cosammelte Werke (GW), vol. 8,233 (“Formulations,” in Standard

Edition (SB), vol. 12, 221); and “Die Verneinung,” in GW, vol. 14, 12 (“Negation,” in SE, vol. 19,

235-36).
9. “In Wirklichkeit bedeutet die Essetzung

sondern nr eine Sicherung dessel

des Lustprinzips dutch das Realititsprinzip keine Absetzung

des Lustprinzips, ben.” See Freud, “Formulierungen,” in GW, vol. 8,

935-36 (“Actually the substitution of the reality principle fo
but only a safeguarding of it” See “For

¢ the pleasure principle implies no depos-

ing of the pleasure principle, ulations;” in SE, vol. 12,223).
A}

10. Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, part 1, section 13 [Judgment/Plubar, 68-69].
11. Thid.
12. Freud, “Beitrdge zur Psychologie d

Liebesiebens” {1912), in GW, vol. 8,90 (“Ont

es Lieheslebens. 11 Uber die allgemeinste Erniedriging des
he Universal Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of

), in SE, vol. 11, 189).

Love (Contributions to the Psychology of Love 1T
[The Ethics]{New York: W, W. Norton}, 3).

13. Jacques Lacan, T¢ Seminaire, vol. 7,11 (Seminar, vol. 7




