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Abstract

This paper rejects the autonomy myth that treats works of art as self-contained
worlds and instead situates them within nature. Following Murray Smith’s “Third
Culture” program, I retain triangulation—structure, function, and appearance—as
necessary to explain how artworks affect perceivers: material structures impinge on
perceivers’ brains, recruit psychological functions, and yield phenomenal experi-
ence. But triangulation is incomplete. I propose a fourth vertex—normativity—
thus “squaring the triangle.” Normativity explains why works of art can and should
be experienced in a certain way. Works of art are artifacts whose functions are sta-
bilized by communities as constitutive norms. Artifacts ought to perform in certain
ways; users ought to respond for the right reasons. The same holds true for works
of art and their users, whom we call appreciators. Appreciation thus differs from
mere enjoyment; it is the proper use that targets merited pleasure and a shared core
of comprehension, on which interpretation builds.
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1. One

The work of art is a highly unified whole. Ideally, the work of art is a world of its
own. Just one world. The frame in arts such as painting, photography and film,
in this sense, is the paradigm of the existence of the work of art as an autonomous
system. But all this is illusory. The frame does not completely sever the work of
art from its surroundings. On closer inspection, the work of art is not a self-stand-
ing world but rather a denizen of the actual world; hence, understanding art
means understanding its place in the actual world.

I see Murray Smith’s 2017 book Film, Art, and the Third Culture: A Naturalized
Aesthetics of Film as a successful attempt to challenge the conception of the work
of art as a world of its own, and to offer new pieces of evidence and arguments in
favor of the conception of the work of art as a piece of nature. This is what “Nat-
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uralized aesthetics” means it the book’s subtitle. Specifically, Smith succeeds in
highlighting the place of art in the natural world through a methodology that he
calls “triangulation”, which consists in studying the work of art from three distinct
and complementary perspectives. In this paper I will discuss such methodology,
and I will propose an amendment to it. I aim to supplement Smith’s triangle with
a fourth angle, thereby turning it into a square. I will first focus on structure, func-
tion and appearance as the three angles of Smith’s triangle and then introduce
normativity as the fourth angle that will enable us to place the work of art at the
center of a square to properly make sense of it.

2. Two

The idea that human beings are inhabitants of two worlds, let me call it
‘twoworldness’, has a long story that arguably goes through the whole history of
philosophy. Twoworldness can be articulated in ontological terms, as in Des-
cartes’ duality of the material and the mental, or in phenomenological and epis-
temological terms, as in Kant’s third antinomy according to which we experience
ourselves as both free agents and inhabitants of a deterministic universe. In the
XX century, the phenomenological and epistemological reading of twoworldness
has led to Edmund Husserl’s (1954/1970) contrast between the objective world
and the Lifeworld, and then to Willfred Sellars’ (1963) contrast between the sci-
entific image and the manifest image of the world. In Wilhelm Dilthey’s
(1900/1996) and Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1960/2004) hermeneutics, twoworld-
ness is articulated as the contrast between the methodology of the natural sci-
ences, which aim to explanation and knowledge of a world of objective facts, and
the spirit of the humanities, which rather aim to interpretation and understanding
of a world of lived experiences.

This reading of twoworldness as the contrast between the natural sciences and
the humanities is at the core of the expression “Third Culture”, by which the title
of Murray Smith’s book emphasizes the attempt to reconcile the scientific and the
humanistic cultures. By talking of third culture, Smith is referring to the long debate
triggered by Charles Percy Snow’s essay The Two Cultures, which was written at the
end of the Fifties and had been very influential along the Sixties. In that text, Snow
discusses the contrast between the natural sciences and the humanities from a his-
torical and sociological perspective. After acknowledging that the gap between
those “two cultures” is getting bigger and bigger, Snow argues that the cultural pro-
gress should not come down to the parallel advancement of the two cultures but
should rather consists in bridging the gap between them, favoring their convergence.
In this sense, Snow not only criticizes the attitude of those scientists who cast the
difference between science and the humanities as the demarcation between science
and pseudoscience, but also deplores the attitude of those humanists who, in the
wake of Benedetto Croce (1909/1913) and Martin Heidegger (1954/1968), claim
that science does not deploy thought and does not aim at truth but only involve
calculations and predictions that are useful for practical purposes. In his philosoph-
ical reflections on Snow’s sociological essay, Giulio Preti (1968) insists that the con-
trast between the two cultures is not a historical contingence but rather a symptom
of the essentially dual character of human civilization. According to Preti, the dif-
ference between the natural sciences and the humanities rests upon a different atti-
tude toward values. The natural sciences are value-free in the sense that they should
only care about truth, knowledge and explanation (in other words, they only care
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about epistemic values), whereas the humanities are fundamentally evaluative dis-
ciplines that should always take moral and aesthetic values into account. That is
why, according to Preti, the framework of the natural sciences is logic, broadly un-
derstood as one’s quest for universal truths that are independent of one’s contingen-
cies, whereas the framework of the humanities is rather rhetoric, which he conceives
as one’s attempt to rationally persuade others to adhere to one’s values. Still, the
problem of the two cultures resurfaces when one studies from a philosophical per-
spective phenomena like art in which logic and rhetoric in Preti’s sense seem to be
so deeply intertwined that it would be wrong just to focus on the value of art without
considering its nature or the other way around. Phenomena like art seem to lie at
the boundary between the two worlds that human beings inhabit, and an appropri-
ate investigation of such phenomena seems to require both the ideally value-free,
objective approach of the natural sciences and the somehow value-laden, more sub-
jective approach of the humanities.

3. Three

In Film, Art, and the Third Culture, Smith proposes to bridge the gap between the
natural sciences and the humanities by studying phenomenal like art from three
different perspectives. According to Smith, we can deal with our twowordlness
by acknowledging that the worlds that we should consider are indeed not just two
but three, and the third one enables us to bridge the gap between the two that we
have the impression of inhabiting. The two worlds that are usually contrasted in
the philosophical tradition are the physical world made of matter and energy on
the one hand and the phenomenal world made of sensations and thoughts on the
other. As Erwin Schrodinger (1964: 50) puts it, “causal influence on mind of bod-
ies [...] is absolutely unintelligible to us; in short, we simply cannot see how ma-
terial events can be transformed into sensation or thought”. This may encourage
one to tell the worlds of sensation and thought apart from the world of material
events. Yet, there is something in between “material events” and “sensations and
thoughts” that may help us to connect the former to the latter.

Owen Flanagan (1992) introduced the notion of “triangulation” to stress that
the mind can be studied not only as a material structure, namely the brain, and as a
subjective appearance, namely consciousness, but also as a system of psychological
functions such as information gathering and processing, attention as adaptative re-
sponse to novelty, the guidance of action, the distinction between oneself and the
other entities, the construction of personal identity through memory, the develop-
ment of sociality in terms of empathy, mindreading and cooperation. Here are the
three angles of the triangle: structure, function and appearance. The mind has a
structure which is the brain as studied by the neurosciences, and has an appearance
or feeling which is consciousness as studied by phenomenology, but the mind also
has functions whose study is up to psychology. Triangulation is the attempt to un-
derstand the mind by casting its structure, its function and its appearance as its three
essential dimensions that are to be studied by combining three complementary ap-
proaches, namely, neuroscientific one, the psychological one and the phenomeno-
logical one. In sum, structure, function and appearance as the three angles of the
mind lead us to the three angles of the investigation whereby the mind struggles to
reveal itself to itself, namely, neurosciences, psychology and phenomenology (un-
derstood as a disciplinary field in philosophy that studies subjective experience ra-
ther than as a movement in the history of philosophy).
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If one just focused on structure and function, one might compare the mind to
technical artifacts which, as Peter Kroes (2012) points out, perform their function
in virtue of their structure. As a computer performs the function of processing infor-
mation in virtue of its electromechanical structure, the mind performs an analogous
function in virtue of its neurobiological structure. This is the analogy on which the
research program of the cognitive sciences notoriously rests. After an initial phase
in which the focus on function was paramount so that the mind and the computer
were treated as if they were just one kind of thing, the cognitive sciences had
acknowledged that structure is as crucial as function to understand cognition,
thereby distinguishing more carefully the mind from the computer on the basis of
the different structure in virtue of which they perform their analogous cognitive
functions. Yet, as Flanagan and Smith argue, this is not the whole story. The mind
differs from the computer not only as for the different structure that underlies the
information-processing function, but also as for the relevance of a third dimension,
namely appearance, which does not seem to be relevant at all to the computer. The
mind also feels that it is performing the function in virtue of the structure—there is
something it is like for the mind to perform the function—whereas the computer
just performs the function in virtue of the structure and that is all.

The mere focus on the structure and the function of the mind would prevent
us from making sense of phenomena like art. According to Peter Strawson (1991:
76), the conception of the human mind as nothing but structure and function fails
to explain “why people go to concerts or picture galleries”. Enjoying experiences is
crucial to our engagement with art, hence if one wants to understand art one cannot
help but casting the mind as a stream of subjective appearances, namely, the stream
of consciousness. It might be tempting, at this point, to conclude that phenomenol-
ogy is all we need to account for our engagement with art but, Smith argues, we
should resist such temptation. Although the engagement with art is primarily a mat-
ter of subjective experience, the latter rests upon the psychological functions of the
mind and their neurological underpinnings. If we only focus on the phenomenal
dimension of our engagement with art, we risk severing it from the human nature,
overlooking the crucial connection between art and life. The alleged autonomy of
art, from Smith’s perspective, is an illusion that originates from casting the phenom-
enological dimension as the only one that matters as for our engagement with art.
Specifically, Smith argues that a thorough account of our engagement with works
of art such as films should involve not only a phenomenological characterization of
the peculiar perceptual experience, imaginative engagement and emotional involve-
ment that films generate but also, by way of triangulation, a psychological and neu-
rological explanation of the structures and functions of the mechanisms that films
exploit to yield such experiential effects.

4. Four

So far so good but one last step toward a thorough philosophical account of art is
still to be taken. Smith’s triangulation provides us with the three layers through
which the work of art acts upon the mind of the beholder, namely, the neurolog-
ical, the psychological, and the phenomenal layers. The work of art as a physical
object (or, if you prefer, as a physical token of an abstract object, see Wollheim
1980) physically affects the brain, thereby triggering certain psychological mech-
anisms associated with certain phenomenal responses. This is how the work of
art is meant to elicit that peculiar rewarding experience which is traditionally
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dubbed ‘aesthetic experience’. From this perspective, works of art are not too dif-
ferent from technical artifacts since they both are meant to perform a primary
function which is their raison d’étre. Just like a power station exists to generate
energy, a work of art exists to generate experiences. Works of art, in this sense,
are “experiential artifacts” (Terrone 2024) and Smith’s method of triangulation
enables us to properly characterize the fulfillment of their function as a physical
interaction that triggers a psychological mechanism that yields an experiential up-
shot. Yet, to properly account for art, one should also explain why and how cer-
tain objects are bestowed with such experiential functions that make them works
of art. Here is where normativity enters the picture.

Works of art, just like the other artifacts, are also denizens of two worlds.
Their physical structure makes them denizens of the physical world that the nat-
ural sciences aim to describe and explain, but their function rather brings them
into the lived world that the humanities aim to investigate and understand. Arti-
facts, as Simon Evnine (2016: 100) puts it, are “the impress of mind on matter”.
Specifically, the function of an artifact is initially bestowed upon it by the creative
activity of its maker and then kept attached to it by the normative stance of its
users (Thomasson 2014; Juvshik 2023). The maker bestows the function by in-
tending the artifacts to be used in a certain way, and then the community of users
keeps the function attached to the artifact by casting the former as the constitutive
norm of the latter (Passinsky 2021). That is to say that the function that constitutes
the artifact, that makes it what it is, reveals itself to be a social norm that specifies
how the artifact should be used, its “use plan” (Houkes and Vermaas 2010). Thus,
artifacts are not only denizens of the physical world because of their physical
structure: they are also denizens of the lived world since their existence also de-
pends on the psychological intentions of the maker and especially on the norma-
tive stance of the users.

Technology, from this perspective, is the “third culture” that lies at the
boundary between the physical world explained by the natural sciences and the
lived world investigated by the humanities. The structure of artifacts ties technol-
ogy to the physical world while the function that they perform in virtue of that
structure ties them to the lived world. As works of art can be cast as artifacts that
perform an experiential function, art also lies at the boundary between the two
worlds in the way technology does or, if you prefer, art is a peculiar kind of tech-
nology that yields a peculiar contribution to the third culture.

Still, to properly situate artifacts at the boundary between the physical world
and the lived world, we should add a fourth angle to our methodological triangle,
thereby turning it into a square. Recall that physical structure, psychological func-
tion and phenomenal feeling are the three angles through which Smith proposes
to study the mind’s engagement with works of art. The artifact also has a physical
structure which is the structural counterpart of the neurobiological structure of
the brain, and it also has a technical function which is the functional counterpart
of the psychological function of the mind. Yet, the artifact surely does not enjoy
phenomenal appearances; it does not feel anything, hence it lacks a phenomenal
counterpart of consciousness (at most, in the case of art, the function consists in
eliciting phenomenal appearances from the beholder’s consciousness). The way
in which the artifact belongs to the lived world has not to do with phenomenality
but rather with normativity. The latter is the fourth angle that we should add to
our methodological triangle to properly account for artifacts as denizens not only
of the physical world but also of the lived world.
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In his influential essay Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man, Sellars in-
sisted that there is another reason beside phenomenality that can motivate one to
supplement the scientific image of the world with the manifest one. That reason
is normativity. From this perspective, the scientific image of the world is chal-
lenged not only by the irreducibility of consciousness to the brain and its psycho-
logical functions, but also by the irreducibility of normativity to merely causal
transactions between people. As Sellars puts it, “the irreducibility of the personal
is the irreducibility of the ‘ought’ to the ‘is’.”

Having a place in the lived world is not just having a place in space and time
and participating in causal transactions. Having a place in the lived world may also
involve enjoying appearances and feelings, and this is what the phenomenal angle
of Smith’s triangle aims to account for. Still, having a place in the lived world may
also involve being bestowed with rights and duties, entitlements and commitments.
This normative dimension of the lived world seems to be out of reach not only for
the descriptive discourse of the natural sciences but also for the descriptive discourse
of phenomenology. Normativity concerns neither what is the case in the physical
world nor what it is like in the phenomenal world. Rather, it is a matter of saying
what one ought to do to others or what one deserves or merit, that is, what others
ought to do to one. Thus, to properly account for normativity as an indispensable
dimension of the lived world, we need a fourth methodological angle that deploys
the “ought” verb instead of the “is” verb; we need to supplement physics and psy-
chology not only with phenomenology but also with deontology.

Artifacts surely do not belong to the lived world in virtue of having con-
sciousness, but they cast as denizens of that world in virtue of being subject to
norms. An artifact is a created object that ought to behave in a certain way, other-
wise it is malfunctioning, and deserves to be used in a certain way, that is, we
ought to use it in a certain way, otherwise we are misusing it. A screwdriver, for
example, ought to drive screws and be used to drive screws rather than to scratch
one’s ears. The same applies also to works of art to the extent that they are not
just there to be experienced, but ought to be experienced in a certain way; they
deserve an appropriate response, whose name is appreciation. As James Grant
points out (2023: 70): “Sometimes, people take ‘appreciate’ just to mean “enjoy.’
This is not how I am using it. Appreciation is normative. It is what is sometimes
called ‘proper appreciation.’ It involves (at least) responding to the work in ways
it merits and for appropriate reasons. So not all enjoyment is appreciative, because
not all works that are enjoyed merit enjoyment, or are enjoyed for the right rea-
sons. Moreover, not all appreciation is enjoyment. Properly appreciating a work
that merits shock involves being shocked by it”.

From this perspective, film appreciation (which, in the wake of Smith, I am
taking here as a paradigm of art appreciation) is not whatever experience the film
may elicit, but rather the experience that the film ought to elicit. Sure, each of us
can enrich film experience with one own’s personal interpretation of the film, but
there is a core comprehension of the film that we all should share, and this is the
sort of appropriate response that the film deserves. Film appreciation, in sum, is
not interpretation all the way through but rather interpretation on the top of com-
prehension.

This normative notion of comprehension is what enables us to cast film ex-
perience as a shareable (public) aesthetic experience rather than as an idiosyn-
cratic (private) hedonic experience. As Keren Gorodeisky (2023: 85) points out,
aesthetic experience is not just about pleasure but rather about merited pleasure,



Squaring the Triangle 265

that is, the pleasure that one ought to feel toward an object because that object
deserves it; the aesthetic value of an object, in this sense, “is to be understood in
light of a capacity for a feeling of pleasure, a feeling through which we grasp aes-
thetic value, are responsive to what it merits, and exercise our agency”.

In sum, to properly account for film experience as a paradigm of art experi-
ence we should supplement its phenomenal core not only with its neurological
and psychological underpinnings, as Smith aptly invites us to do, but also with its
normative surroundings. Film experience cannot be reduced to the causal process
that originates in the film’s physical structure and affects the brain’s neurological
structure, thereby triggering the mind’s psychological functions that end up in the
phenomenal appearance that the spectator, as a conscious subject, enjoys. To
properly account for film experience, we should acknowledge that this causal pro-
cess occurs within a normative framework that mandates the spectator to respond
to the film in ways it merits and for appropriate reasons.’
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