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Abstract
The standard discussion of the relation between aesthetics and ethics tends to avoid the
fundamental question: how are those two values ranked against each other in terms of
importance. This paper looks at two arguments, the ‘resource allocation argument’ and
the ‘relative weight argument’. It puts forward the view that any theory of aesthetic value
should characterise aesthetic value in a way that allows for the existence of these arguments.
It argues that hedonism does that successfully, but the more recent approaches to aesthetic
value—in particular Dominic McIver Lopes’s ‘Network Theory’ have more of a struggle.
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1 The value of aesthetic value

How important is aesthetic value? In his book, Being for Beauty, Dominic McIver Lopes
quotes Monroe Beardsley’s 1968 Presidential Address to the American Society for Aesthet-
ics.

Discoursing on aesthetic theory. . . ought to be done with quietness and patience. But a quiet
voice is all too easily drowned out by the cries of anguish and anger we hear around us, and
patience is a virtue that only those who live in a less terrified society can afford to cultivate.
Even hardened aestheticians (an obvious oxymoron) may suffer from doubts that beauty
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or significant form is what the world needs most right now, when quite different goods—
intelligence and charity, for instance—are more likely to restore our sense of community and
stop us from creating a society whose answer to all problems—aesthetic or otherwise—will
be violent repression. When so many of us in this troubled land do not seem to care very
much even for one another—much less for the ravaged nature and crumbling cities our
descendants will inherit—the aesthetic point of view becomes difficult to sustain. It may
even seem absurd. (Lopes 2018: 4)1

In a world divided into ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’, the predilections of the haves to pursue
aesthetic improvement when they could be addressing pressing concerns, such as the well-
being of the have-nots, requires some defence. Consider the claim that we all have duties
to our fellow creatures, including duties to assist and duties to rescue. The canonical
formulation of this is from Peter Singer’s ‘Famine, affluence, and morality’: “If it is in our
power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of
comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it” (my italics) (Singer 1972: 231).
Singer’s examples of “something bad” are “suffering and death from lack of food, shelter,
and medical care” (Singer 1972: 231). Thus, we have a duty to prevent these bad things
unless by doing so sacrifice something of comparable moral importance. This can get very
subtle (do I have a duty to prevent your losing your legs if by doing so I lose a finger?) but if
we fail to prevent the suffering and death of human beings because we are pouring resource
into living aesthetic lives, this would show that we regard aesthetic value as of comparable
moral importance to preventing the suffering and death of human beings.2 Thus, to defend

1 The original quotation is from Beardsley (1969: 3).

2 One might argue that Singer’s injunctions are not relevant to aesthetics. Singer’s claim is that we should
act unless, by doing so, we sacrifice something of “comparable moral importance”. If we take ‘moral’ in the
narrow sense, we could claim that Singer is silent on non-moral things of importance—such as aesthetics.
On this reading it would be compatible with Singer’s claim that we are excused our duties to rescue if doing
so would mean sacrificing something of aesthetic importance. It is clear that this was not Singer’s intention.
There are two ways around this. Either we can simply read the claim as referring to importance per se: “If it is
in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable
importance, we ought, morally, to do it”. Alternatively (which comes down to the same thing in the end)
we can (a) consider what we would sacrifice in preventing something bad from happening; (b) assign some
moral value to that sacrifice (even if it is not a sacrifice of moral value); and (c) assess whether the moral
value of the sacrifice is greater than, equal to, or less than the moral badness we have prevented. Having
clarified this point, I shall ignore it for the rest of this paper.
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a situation in which we do pour resource into aesthetic value would require a sense of it
being ‘important’ enough for us to be able to weigh it against ‘anything of comparable
moral importance’.

One might try to escape the need for us to justify our aesthetic lives by rebutting
Singer’s argument. One could simply deny that we have Singerian duties. Less stringently,
one could point out that Singer’s position inherits all the weaknesses of his maximising
consequentialism and thus well-rehearsed moves can be made to escape the burdens it
seems to imply. One might, for example, think there are limits to our duties to others—we
have a duty to do something, but once we have discharged those duties we should be left to
get on with our lives as we think fit. We discharge our duties through paying taxes, leaving
it to institutions who are better able than individuals to make the kinds of difference that
needs to be made (Kekes 2002). Once this has been done, we are not answerable for the
way we spend our resources and hence no defence, and no notion of importance, is needed.

Such rebuttals of the argument come with costs. First, a straightforward denial that we
have Singerian duties might not be enough; if Thomas Pogge is right and we are responsible
for the situation of those most in need of help, we would not only have to deny that we
have Singerian duties but we would also have to deny that we have duties not to harm,
which looks a great deal less plausible (Pogge 2001). Secondly, even if the argument for
limits to our duties were to be accepted, it would follow that no state resources should be
spent on safeguarding or promoting aesthetic value which would rule out state subsidies of
the arts, which we might not want to do. Thirdly, there is something uncomfortable in the
thought that, once we have paid our taxes we are free to spend our resources as we like.3

This is particularly so if we accept Pogge’s view—that our spending, even after paying our
taxes, may well be violating our duties not to harm our fellow human beings.

It is surprising (at least to me) that philosophers have not paid more attention to these
issues.4 The silence of aestheticians on the issue might be explained by the belief that it is
not a problem that particularly affects the sub-discipline. If we take Singer seriously then
failing to fulfil our duties because we are spending resource on anything above the level of
sustaining ourselves as productive beings is morally wrong. Hence, aesthetic value simply

3 Consider this rueful moment in Alan Clark’s diary when faced with a protest from the unemployed:
“Uncomfortable, I thought what [Nicholas] Soames and I can spend between us on a single meal at Wilton’s”
(Clark 1994: 72).

4 The only paper I know that addresses them directly is Munoz-Dardé 2013.
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joins the long list of other values that are, in the eyes of Singer and his followers, suspect.
Of course, that still means it is suspect, but it is no more incumbent upon aestheticians
than upon anyone else to come up with an answer. This is not quite true, however, as there
are several ongoing debates in which aesthetic value and (broadly) moral value appear to
be in direct conflict. First, there are debates over the general issue of the allocation of
resources. As there are only ever finite resources available, resource spent on protecting
and promoting aesthetic value will be at the expense of resource spent elsewhere. This is
more fundamental than the debate between liberals and perfectionists as to whether arts
funding is compatible with liberal impartiality. The issue is, rather, whether that question
should arise at all; whether aesthetic value has a comparable weight to values such as the
reduction of harm to even make it to the table when the division of resources is being
discussed. I shall call this ‘the resource allocation argument’. Second, there are debates over
particular issues such as the debate over morally problematic public art or the protection of
pristine nature. Should the aesthetic value of statues of individuals who supported various
morally discredited endeavours such as the slave trade be given weight in the debate as
to what should be done about them? Should the aesthetic value of pristine nature weigh
against policies that would clear it to grow crops includes that doing so will provide a
livelihood for those who would otherwise not have a livelihood? If aesthetic value is relevant
to these debates, how much weight should it be accorded? I shall call this ‘the relative
weight argument’.

Singer’s principle does not commit us to a particular mechanism for comparing the costs
and benefits of assistance. Nonetheless, both the allocation argument and the relative weight
argument require such a mechanism. Thus, in as much as an aesthetic theory acknowledges
these arguments, it would require a conception of aesthetic value that would be able to
engage with such a mechanism. This provides us with a criterion for evaluating aesthetic
theories of aesthetic value. According to Lopes, given an option to support one of a number
of such theories, we should support the one that has the most explanatory power. In arguing
for his own theory, he provides “a limited abductive argument”; there are explananda about
our aesthetic lives for which it provides a better explanation than do its rivals (Lopes 2018:
10-11). The resource allocation argument and the relative weight argument are explananda.
Any theory either should characterise aesthetic value in such a way that explains these
arguments could arise, or it should have some ‘error theory’ to explain the appearance
that these arguments could arise. There is also a supplementary test for any theory that
manages to pass the first the first test: it needs to tell us how aesthetic value will fare in
these arguments.
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2 Aesthetic hedonism

The theory which is, according to Lopes, dominant in the field is aesthetic hedonism. This
claims that the aesthetic value of an object is explained in terms of the non-instrumentally
valuable experiences to which that object gives rise, provided those experiences are based
on a correct understanding of that object (Budd 1995). In order to position itself in a way
in which it could pass the test we have set for it, aesthetic hedonism needs to establish
two conclusions: first, that it has a conception of value that can enter into the Singerian
calculus and, second, that people have reason to care about that value.

The pay-off of aesthetic hedonism is a ‘non-instrumental value’ (or, to use a more familiar
term, ‘final value’ (Korsgaard 1983)). The final value postulated by aesthetic hedonism is
some sort of positive hedonic state. Lopes argues that we should refer to such a state as
‘pleasure’; nothing depends on our doing so, but it makes matters clearer (Lopes 2018: 54).
‘Final value’ is ambiguous, meaning both the final end at which our actions are aimed and
that which is, in the final analysis, valuable. Clearly pleasure is (at least) one of the states at
which our actions are aimed and is also a state which is valuable. Hence, it is precisely the
kind of state which can play a role in the Singerian calculus. Valuable end states are the
kinds of things our actions ought to produce in the world; we measure the comparative
moral importance of course of action in terms of the quantity of such value. The right
course of action is the one that produces the greatest amount of value. Thus, aesthetic
hedonism passes our first test. It can explain the resource allocation argument and the
relative weight argument; aesthetic appreciation brings about the kind of value that can be
thrown into the mix of the Singerian calculus.

As it passes the first test, how does it fare with the second? That is, how much weight
would aesthetic value carry in the Singerian calculus? Aesthetic hedonism makes a good
start. In moral philosophy, we find the importance of moral value by considering what
we could say to the ‘amoralist’, the person outside morality.5 The aesthetics equivalent
is the ‘anaesthete’; the person outside aesthetics. What could be said to the anaesthete
to demonstrate why beauty should have a place in their lives? According to aesthetic
hedonism, what could be said is that they will miss out on the pleasures of aesthetics; if
they cut themselves off from beauty they cut themselves off from one of the sources of final

5 In this I follow Williams (1973). In a recent article, Alex King also compares the amoralist and the anaesthete,
although her definition of the amoralist is different (and I think non-standard): someone whose “moral
judgement are not necessarily accompanied by motivational force” (King 2018: 635).



194 Derek Matravers

value.
What stops this from being a complete answer is that it does not address the core of

the resource allocation and comparative weight arguments: namely, the relative weight of
aesthetic final goods and other final goods. The Singerian calculus will not accord much
weight to the final values provided by aesthetics compared to, say, those consequent on
alleviating famine. The aesthetic hedonist could try some well-known dodges to meet this
point. The first is that our being effective at maximising matters of moral importance
over time means that we cannot be at it twenty-four hours a day. We need to sleep, eat,
and take spiritual nourishment. Hence, aesthetics plays its part by providing spiritual
rest and recreation which makes us better value maximisers overall. The second is that
devoting time to aesthetic experience inculcates a host of secondary benefits, including
economic benefits (generating wealth that can then be spent of what is really important) or
certain non-economic benefits such as (in a list provided by Lopes) a tendency to “incubate
innovation, lend prestige, cement national identity, facilitate the acceptance of diversity,
inculcate moral character, and promote democratic citizenship” (Lopes 2018: 220). There
are two reasons not to make such moves. First, they are dodges and we know they are
dodges; these are not the reasons to motivate us to care about, and resource, the arts. The
second is they do not work. To quote Lopes again, “a great deal rests on the empirical
evidence that the arts are the most effective vehicles for the anticipated benefits, and the
evidence is not there” (Lopes 2018: 221).

Where does this leave aesthetic hedonism? It passed the first test. It can account
for aesthetics being at the table—it has a hand to play in the calculations. As for the
supplementary test, the hand it deals the aesthete is not very strong. The aesthetic hedonist
might claim that the fact that it provides only a weak hand is yet further evidence for the
explanatory power of the position because, as a matter of fact, that hand is not very strong.
To repeat the line from the quotation from Beardsley above, aesthetics might “not be what
the world needs most right now”.

3 Dewey-ian aesthetics

Recently, there has been a revival of a set of arguments that echo those of John Dewey, who
claimed that aesthetics was all around us and argued that those who work on the area of
philosophical aesthetics should not focus on ‘art set upon a pedestal’ but “the everyday
events, doings, and sufferings that are universally recognized to constitute experience”
(Dewey 1934: 6, 3). Dewey’s view is developed in such a way that it threatens to displace
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the appreciation of the fine arts from the central place they have held in aesthetics since
the Eighteenth Century. Those working in ‘everyday aesthetics’ have reminded us of the
cost of focussing exclusively on art (Saito 2008). More recently, aesthetic theory has been
developed in a way that situates the arts as simply one aesthetic practice among many.6 The
most sophisticated development of this to date is by Lopes, and much of this paper will be
concerned with his view. How does Dewey-ian aesthetics fare in providing explanations for
our explananda?

Let us take as our starting point the claim that aesthetic encounters are pervasive in our
lives. This might be no more than the claim that, at many times and places throughout the
day, we face choices where the criteria of choice are aesthetic. This will be in our choice of
clothes, of where we place things in rooms, on tables, our choice of bags, music, and so on
and so forth. So far, this is a purely descriptive claim: it simply tells us how things are. We
cannot conclude anything about the value of aesthetic encounters from the fact that they
are pervasive any more than we could conclude anything about the value of COVID-19
from the fact that it is pervasive. It will not do simply to rely on the descriptive claims
that aesthetics is pervasive and that we, as a matter of fact, find it important. Singer would
not be impressed by our proudly indicating the amount of resource we, in fact, put into
dressing well or stocking up on champagne.

There might be a protest at this point that, unlike COVID, aesthetics is already within
the realm of value; we do not speak of ‘virus values’ which is in any way analogous to how
we speak of ‘aesthetic values’. However, this would be a misstep. ‘Value’ in ‘aesthetic value’
is attributive rather than predicative. That is, from the fact that something is of aesthetic
value one cannot conclude that it is aesthetic and it is of value, any more than from the fact
that something is a small elephant one can conclude that it is an elephant and it is small
(Geach 1956: 64). When we talk about aesthetic value, we use the term with a restricted
scope: grading things against each other aesthetically. This does not tell us about the value
of aesthetics per se.

Once again, a protest might be made. Even if ‘value’ in ‘aesthetic value’ is attributive, we
can show that aesthetic value plays a constitutive role in other concerns which are of value
in an unrestricted sense. Aesthetic value could only play such a role—or so it is argued—if
it is itself of unrestricted value. Joerg Fingerhut and colleagues have argued that aesthetic

6 See the forthcoming Aesthetic Life and Why It Matters, by Dominic McIver Lopes, Bence Nanay, and Nick
Riggle. I am grateful to the authors for early sight of the manuscript.



196 Derek Matravers

value plays a constitutive role in our conception of ourselves.7 In the first of a series of
experiments, they asked subjects whether, if their tastes changed dramatically overnight,
they would wake up the same person. They discovered that a change in musical tastes had a
bigger effect on how one thought of oneself than one might have expected.

Counterfactual changes in aesthetic preferences . . . are perceived as altering us as a person.
The Aesthetic Self Effect is as strong as the impact of moral changes, such as altering political
partisanship or religious orientation, and significantly stronger than for other categories of
taste, such as food preferences. (Fingerhut et al. 2021: 1)

As aesthetic values play a constitutive role in something of value (our conception of our-
selves) the conclusion they draw is that aesthetic tastes “constitute important values we
care about and that are central to us” (Fingerhut et al. 2021: 2). However, the experimental
results do not justify this unrestricted use of ‘important’. Even if we take the experiment at
face value it shows that the subjects take their aesthetic tastes to be important to who they
take themselves to be. It does not follow from that that the subjects take their aesthetic
tastes to be important in any other sense. The move to an unrestricted scope is not justified.8

Compare, for example, an experiment in which the subjects were supporters of football
clubs and in which it turned out that, in the counterfactual situation in which they were to
become supporters of rival football clubs overnight, they felt their identities had changed. It
would not follow that they thought their being supporters of football clubs was important
in any other sense, nor would it follow that support of football clubs is, in an unrestricted
sense, important.

So far, I have argued that neither the pervasiveness of aesthetic encounters nor the
fact that people take it to be important in various ways justify the claim that aesthetics is
important per se. If the claim is not justified, then the Dewey-ian turn in aesthetics looks
to have fewer resources than aesthetic hedonism when it comes to passing our first test.
Without the card of ‘rich provider of non-instrumentally valuable experiences’ it is not
immediately clear what cards the Dewey-ian turn in aesthetics can play in explaining the
resource allocation argument and the relative weight argument.

7 Thanks to Lopes for alerting me to this paper.

8 The conclusion as stated might have been an infelicity of phrasing. The paper itself usually puts its points in
terms of the values ‘being important for the subjects’. Even this (as I have argued) is too strong. My central
point is that we guard against the move to an unrestricted scope for the claim to importance.
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4 The network theory

As previously stated, the most sophisticated statement of the Dewey-ian position is ‘the
network theory’ which has been developed by Lopes. I shall examine his account to see if it
can provide some a notion of aesthetic value which, although restricted, can nonetheless
serve our turn. I was reminded of the quotation from Beardsley with which I began by
encountering it at the outset of Lopes’s book.

‘The network theory’ seeks a wholesale change in the way in which philosophical
aesthetics is practiced. Lopes argues that there are many aesthetic domains and many
activities that we can perform within each domain so as to aim for excellence in that
domain. One amongst these will be the domain of the fine arts which includes the activity
of appreciation; however, that is only one of an indefinitely large number of domains and
activities. Another domain will be that of preserving old video games and the activity of
reading out-of-date source code and yet another the domain of cooking crab cakes and the
activity of making well-balanced bay seasoning. Here is his formal statement of the theory
(for some item, x, some agent, A, some act, φ, and some circumstance C).

An aesthetic property, V, is reason-giving = the fact that x is V lends weight to the proposi-
tion that it would be an aesthetic achievement for some A to φ in C, where x is an item
in an aesthetic practice, K, and A’s competence to φ is aligned upon K’s aesthetic profile.
(Lopes 2018: 127)

Lopes’s abductive argument for the superiority of the network theory over aesthetic hedo-
nism holds that the former can provide a more enlightening and unified explanation of the
facts about our aesthetic lives. To this extent, like the claim that aesthetics is pervasive, it is
descriptive; it is telling us how things are. Once we know how things are, all kinds of nor-
mative claims follow—for example, that we (as philosophical aestheticians) should broaden
our focus from the arts and that we should give up on (or radically re-think) hierarchies
of aesthetic value. However, the network theory is not itself a defence of aesthetic value in
an unbounded sense; as Lopes himself says, it seems to preclude such a defence. He puts
the point in term of the contrast between ‘exogenous’ aesthetic policies and ‘endogenous’
aesthetic policies. The first would be governed by values that are held to make sense outside
any practice and the second values that make only make sense inside a practice. For example,
a policy that stated that aesthetic value was a universal human good, and hence artistic
practices should be supported would be exogenous. A policy formulated between painters,
that the ability to draw is valuable thus should be supported, would be endogenous. In the
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terms I have been using, the former would require an unbounded sense of aesthetic value
for its justification, the latter only a bounded sense.

The bad news is that, according to the network theory, agents have aesthetic reasons to
act only in the context of aesthetic practices, where they engage co-operatively with other
members of the practice. No aesthetic value figures in a reason to act outside the practice,
so no aesthetic values figure in reasons to adopt exogenous aesthetic policies, whether they
be laissez-faire or interventionist. The network theory seems only to license endogenous
aesthetic policies. (Lopes 2018: 221)

This concession notwithstanding, Lopes frames his theory as one which can provide an
answer to what he calls “the primitive question”—“How does beauty deserve the place we
have evidently made for it in our lives?” (Lopes 2018: 201). This suggests that the ambitions
of the theory are well suited to our enquiry; it sets out to explain aesthetic explananda (thus
passing our two tests) as well as provide an answer the question with which we started:
what is the value of aesthetic value?

The aesthetic hedonist answered this question by considering what could be said to
the anaesthete to persuade them to join the world of aesthetic appreciation. This short
route to an answer is blocked for the network theory as it precludes taking an external
perspective; there is no place outside all aesthetic practices from which the question can
be posed. Lopes does briefly discuss the anaesthete. However, he only does so to argue
that providing an answer to such aesthetic scepticism is not a fair demand to make on his
theory. He quotes Mary Mothersill: “it takes more than bad taste or sour humour to make a
genuine anaesthete: the place to look would be the back wards of a state institution” (Lopes
2018: 202).9 By the lights of his account (as we shall see in more detail below) this dismissal
is fair. If there are anaesthetes (which is unlikely) the network theory has nothing to say
that could convince them. Even if, as Lopes says, that is not a strike against the network
theory it does mean that he cannot run the short argument to find the value of aesthetic
value. Hence, let us consider some longer arguments.

First let us look to whether the network theory can explain how the resource allocation
argument might arise. Lopes begins this by considering the “outsider sceptic”; the person
asks “whether they have reason to regard as normative for them what experts do in aesthetic
practices with mere curb appeal” (Lopes 2018: 202). That is, the outsider sceptic asks, of

9 The original quotation is from Mothersill (1986: 276).
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some aesthetic practice of which they are not insiders, why they should get involved in
that practice. Lopes’s answer begins with the thought that “agents have aesthetic reasons
to stretch” (Lopes 2018: 203). As Lopes cannot make use of some unbounded notion of
aesthetic value, he cannot provide a cardinal ordering of all aesthetic practices, ranked
according to the rewards of having stretched to that practice (traditionally, fine art would
be at the top). Rather, the direction of the agent’s stretch should be guided by their starting
point. Hence, we get this (K is an aesthetic practice unfamiliar to A, the agent).

The network theory suggests an ordinal ranking of Ks from a personal perspective deter-
mined by an agent’s circumstances and existing competences. K is better for A, in C, with
respect to derived aesthetic value than is K’ just when A, in C, has better prospects for aes-
thetic achievement by acquiring aesthetic competence in K than K’. (Lopes 2018: 206-207)

As Lopes says, “Aaron, who is good at making North Indian curries, has strong derived
reason to learn to make Goan curries. Not so Rosalina, who does not cook”. Hence, the
outsider sceptic is, in part, right; they do not have reason to get involved in many practices.
However, they do have reason to get involved in practices that promise good prospects for
aesthetic achievement.

Lopes builds on his reply to the outsider sceptic to making claims about external (that
is, state) funding for the arts. Such funding might not be necessary; it might be that left
alone, people move easily and freely between adjacent aesthetic practices. However, it
might be that a laissez faire attitude results in diminishing opportunities to stretch and
the possibility of an ‘aesthetic monoculture’. Lopes argues that we all have reason to favour
“an aesthetic policy that diversifies aesthetic kinds and ensures efficient access to them for
the greatest number” (Lopes 2018: 223). Hence, we can rightly conclude that if resources
are to be directed towards aesthetic value, then it should be spent on facilitating aesthetic
pluralism. This, of course, only gives us the conditional—we would need to have reason to
affirm the antecedent. Fortunately, the network theory has resources to marshal; Lopes
argues that participation in aesthetic practices makes our lives go better.

In joining an aesthetic practice, an agent must acquire competences, which can lead to
achievement, which can promote having positive affects and attitudes. Each of these—
achievement and positive mental states—in turn promotes the competence. Competence
so promoted pays off in boosted chances of achievement, which further inclines agents to
optimism and feeling good. The virtuous spiral towards a self-maintaining positive causal
network is one route to deep happiness. (Lopes 2018: 213)
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Thus, there is at least some reason to affirm the antecedent and help ourselves to the
consequent. The network theory does, then, seem able to explain how the resource allocation
argument might arise.

What, then, of the relative weight argument? This argument concerns the distribution of
limited resources: should we spend resource on protecting and promoting aesthetic benefits
or protecting and promoting human welfare? Let us return to one of the examples I cited
above; the debate over the protection of ‘pristine’ nature. Should we establish industries in
some previously untouched part of the world? Doing so, let us say, will sustain communities
and provide a livelihood for those who would not otherwise have a livelihood. It would also,
however, turn pristine nature into industrial wasteland. In ‘Nature and positive aesthetics’,
Allen Carlson provides a defence of the view that all nature is aesthetically valuable (Carlson
1984). This has been taken by others—although Carlson does not appear to express this view
himself—as an argument that could be deployed by those attempting to preserve natural
environments: “if nature is always beautiful we have prima facie reason not to alter it or
damage it” (Alcaraz Léon 2010: 16). The issue in question is the strength of that reason.10

The problem for the network theory is straightforward. Making sense of the debate
requires that there is aesthetic reason not to damage nature to set against the economic
reasons to damage nature. However, as Lopes says, on the network theory “no aesthetic
value figures in a reason to act outside [a] practice”. Here is the account of aesthetic value
(for some item, x, some agent, A, some act, φ, and some circumstance C).

Necessarily, V is an aesthetic value only if the fact that x is V lends weight to the proposition
that A aesthetically should φ in C. (Lopes 2018: 42)

10 To be clear, in discussing this example I am putting aside the many other reasons that we might have not to
alter or damage pristine nature. Many of these will be of the form that doing so is either directly damaging
(for example, by causing pollution) or indirectly damaging (for example, by further sustaining a way of
life that is, in the long run, unsustainable). There are philosophical complexities in assessing these reasons,
such as discounting over time and assessing the weight of our obligations to future generations. However,
they do not raise the issue of the clash between aesthetic value and other values. This is because these other
reasons bottom out in damage to human well-being. Hence, the clash of values is a benefit to the well-being
of some (those whose would, say, otherwise not have a livelihood) and the damage to the well-being of
others (those who suffer the long-term consequences). Weighing well-being against well-being is a different
issue to weighing well-being against aesthetic value—or, if it not a different issue, it would need to be shown
why it is not a different issue.
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Of course, there are practices which involve the promotion, protection, and appreciation
of pristine nature. There are people whose lives are spent campaigning, monitoring, and
simply appreciating pristine nature. Hence, the notion of aesthetic value delivered by the
network theory is (for example) the fact that (say) the countryside is awesome lends weight
to the proposition that those inside the practice should campaign to save it. However, to
labour the point, on this notion of aesthetic value, a reason to act is provided only to those
already inside the practice. Thus, invoking this notion of aesthetic value will cut no ice with
those not already convinced—for example, those in favour of the industrial exploitation of
pristine nature.

It seems, then, that the network theory cannot explain one of the explananda of our
aesthetic lives: namely, the resource allocation argument. Let us examine this in more
detail before considering some possible responses from the network theory. Why is it that
aesthetic hedonism can explain the resource allocation argument, and the network theory
not? Aesthetic hedonism represents aesthetic value as an achievement; we go out to acquire
pleasurable experiences. Hence, for aesthetic hedonism the question of the distribution of
resources makes sense; should resources be spent on providing people with the opportunities
to achieve aesthetic experiences, or should it be spent on something else? For the network
theory, however, we are all already insiders in a myriad of aesthetic practices; in such a
situation, it is not clear that the distribution question does make sense. It is true, of course,
that resource could be spent to change the world so that it was easier for us to engage
in practices and easier for us to spread our wings and acquire expertise in new practices.
Nonetheless, unlike aesthetic hedonism, which construes aesthetic value as something we
have to go out and get, the network theory argues that aesthetic value is already part of our
lives. Lopes makes the point neatly in the paragraph with which he closes his book.

Nothing resonates more for us, nowadays, then Beardsley’s agonies, in 1968, about the seem-
ing absurdity of aesthetics in times troubled by violence, hate, environmental breakdown,
and calamitous assaults on liberal democracy. In truth, however, our aesthetic commitments
are not optional. We cannot down tools and make for the barricades. We will take our tools
with us. (Lopes 2018: 233)

In this debate, then, the network theory has the advantage of revealing that we do not need
to go out and get aesthetic value, and hence we do not need to be provided with resources
to do so. We already have aesthetic commitments. Hence the trouble is has accounting for
the resource allocation argument.
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I shall end this paper by examining two responses on behalf of the network theory. The
first response is that we have reason to protect and promote aesthetic pluralism. As Lopes
says, “to the extent that we are all cut of different cloth, a diversity of aesthetic opportunity
is better than aesthetic monoculture” (Lopes 2018: 222). It there is a diversity of aesthetic
practices, there is more opportunity for each of us to find a practice in which we can
flourish. Thus taking (for example) pristine nature of out the world closes off the possibility
of aesthetic practices that are (say) based around the protection and appreciation of pristine
nature. If we accept this response, the network theory gives the aesthete something to bring
to the table. However, it is not clear it is a correct characterisation of what the aesthete
does bring to the table. The debate looked to pitch aesthetic value against other value: does
the beauty of pristine nature provide a more compelling reason to preserve it than there is
economic reason not to preserve it? This response characterises the debate differently; as
being over whether the actions we take will or will not have a detrimental effect on the
plurality of aesthetic practices. Thus, this response would entail that the people taking part
in the debate are systematically mistaken about the content of the debate, which is not a
conclusion with which the network theory would want to be saddled.

The second response bites the bullet on the fact that the network theory is not able
to account for the resource allocation argument. However, this is not a fault with the
network theory, but a fault with the argument. People are mistaken if they think there is an
unbounded sense of aesthetic value. There is no aesthetic reason to preserve pristine nature,
except to those internal to the practice of preserving, promoting, and appreciating pristine
nature. Such people would be right to attempt to preserve pristine nature, for aesthetic
reasons. As such reasons will lack normative force for those outside the practice, the only
argumentative strategy available is to persuade people who are outside the practice to come
inside the practice. This is a more plausible reconstruction of the debate as the way to
convince people to come inside the practice would be to convince them that pristine nature
was worth their taking the time and effort to appreciate—in other words, in an informal
sense, stressing the values of pristine nature. Nonetheless, as we have seen, people would
only have reason to join the practice of preserving, promoting, and appreciating pristine
nature if they have a derived aesthetic reason to do so. Whether or not they do will depend
upon their current aesthetic commitments. It might be (given the nature of the argument
this seems quite likely) that they would have too far to go; that they do not have a derived
aesthetic reason to join the practice. If so, there is nothing the advocates of pristine nature
can say that would give them reasons to act differently; that is, the network theory would,
again, not be able to explain the debate.
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It might be, however, that this is not an unacceptable consequence for Lopes. Let us
change the nature of the explananda. I have assumed that any theory needs to explain how
the aesthetic value of pristine nature provides prima facie reason to preserve it. Perhaps,
however, what any theory needs to explain is why aesthetic value seems to carry no weight
in these debates. In the real world there are better arguments than citing aesthetic value
if one wants to defend pristine nature against economic exploitation. To take another
example, if justice requires that a statue be removed because it celebrates a position that is
morally offensive, again, it does not seem sensible to cite the aesthetic value of the statue
as a reason to preserve it in situ. Here the network theory does have a good explanation.
The notion of aesthetic reasons in play here are internal to the practice of, respectively,
preserving, promoting, and appreciating pristine nature and of preserving, promoting, and
appreciating (certain sorts) of public art. Those will be reasons for those internal to each of
the practices to act but will not be reasons for those outside the practices. It is not obvious,
to reiterate, that that mischaracterises the actual situation. The people who care about
these things really do care about them; however, the people who do not care about them
have at most a derived aesthetic reason to care about them. If there is no hope of persuading
them that they do have a derived aesthetic reason, it is probably best not to try.

Of course, showing that the network theory can, perhaps, explain some cases that seem
to require an unbounded notion of aesthetic value does not show that it can explain all
cases that seem to require an unbounded notion of aesthetic value. Even in the example we
have considered, it is revisionary. It implies that people such as Carlson (or, if not Carlson,
those that use his theory) are mistaken in thinking that they can argue that the aesthetic
value of objects provide even prima facie reason not to destroy them—if there are other
reasons to do so.11
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