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ABSTRACT 

In contemporary aesthetics, there is a continuing debate 

on aesthetic experience: the content approach vs. the 

evaluative approach. Recently Noël Carroll has claimed 

that the evaluative approach cannot properly explain the 

aesthetic value of bad art. The aim of my paper is to 

examine Carroll’s objection and to reconsider the 

aesthetic experience of bad art from the point of view of 

the evaluative approach. I assert that there might be a 

miscommunication at the base of Carroll’s criticism and 

that this miscommunication arises from the difference of 

terminology of “valuable (valued) for its own sake.” 

0. INTRODUCTION 

In the history of aesthetics, there have been many debates 

on the nature of aesthetic experience. In this paper, I focus 

on a continuing and ongoing debate on aesthetic 

experience: the dispute between the content approach and 

the evaluative approach. On the one hand, those who 

advocate the content approach define aesthetic experience 

as focusing on certain properties. On the other hand, those 

who advocate the evaluative approach distinguish 

between aesthetic experience and the mere recognition of 

such properties. According to this approach, mere 

focusing on such properties is not sufficient for aesthetic 

experience. Something more is necessary. They think it is 

a certain sort of evaluation. 

Recently one of the advocates of the content approach, 

Noël Carroll, has claimed that the evaluative approach 

cannot properly explain the aesthetic value of bad art.1 

According to the evaluative approach, Carroll says, 

aesthetic experiences of bad art are at best instrumentally 

valuable and not valuable for their own sake. 

But how should we understand the value of bad art? Is the 

Carroll’s criticism appropriate? The aim of this paper is to 

re-examine the aesthetic experience of bad art from the 

point of view of the evaluative approach and to make 

clear the various types of evaluation of bad art.2 

1. THE CONTENT APPROACH VS. 

THE EVALUATIVE APPROACH  

Let us start by surveying the claims of two approaches: 

the content approach,3 recently supported by Noël Carroll, 

and the evaluative approach, 4  recently advocated by 

Robert Stecker and Jesse Prinz. 

According to the content approach, aesthetic experience is 

defined as focusing on certain properties. Carroll posits 
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these as aesthetic, formal, or expressive properties.5 This 

conception of aesthetic experience is disjunctive. So 

focusing on at least one of these properties is sufficient 

for aesthetic experience. 

For the purposes of this paper, the most important point of 

this approach is that no evaluation is required for aesthetic 

experience. Carroll says, 

“it is a deflationary account because it does not 

require that aesthetic experience involve some 

special evaluative dimension, such as that the 

experience be valued for its own sake, a 

desideratum commonly associated with aesthetic 

experience in many of the leading accounts of the 

phenomenon” (Carroll 2015, 172). 

On the other hand, the evaluative approach, as its name 

suggests, requires a certain sort of evaluation. Of course, 

aesthetic experience is traditionally connected to some 

special sorts of evaluation, which has been characterized 

by the phrases “disinterestedness” or “valuable for its 

own sake.” In this sense, the evaluative approach is not at 

all uncommon. It is, in fact, a very traditional approach. 

Recent advocates, such as Robert Stecker and Jesse Prinz, 

try to elaborate on the characterization of this evaluative 

attitude so as to capture our ordinary conception of 

aesthetic experience. For example, Robert Stecker 

proposes “the minimal conception.” According to this 

view, aesthetic experience is 

“the experience derived from attending in a 

discriminating manner to forms, qualities or 

meaningful features of things, attending to these for 

their own sake or the sake of a payoff intrinsic to 

this very experience” (Stecker 2010, 52–53). 

As this quote shows, Stecker carefully avoids confining 

the type of evaluation to “evaluation for its own sake.” 

That is, he leaves room for attending to some properties 

for the sake of “a payoff intrinsic to this very experience.” 

So we should not simply equate Stecker’s view with those 

traditional accounts that were objects of Dickie’s severe 

criticism in the second half of the 20th century.6 

2. CARROLL’S CRITICISM OF THE 

EVALUATIVE APPROACH: 

“INSTRUMENTALLY VALUABLE” 

OR “VALUABLE FOR ITS OWN 

SAKE” 

Given these differences, let us look closely at Carroll’s 

criticism of the evaluative approach. He said, 

“[p]erhaps the defender of the evaluative view 

of aesthetic experience will argue that 

experiences of bad art are valuable because they 

teach us about badness in art. But even if that is 

coherent it shows, at best, that these experiences 

are instrumentally valuable, not that they are 

valuable for their own sake” (Carroll 2015, note 

1). 

Carroll thinks that according to the evaluative approach, 

experiencing bad art is not valuable for its own sake (and 

that such artworks are, at best, instrumentally valuable). 

But why? Let us examine this closely. 

2.1 On the Meaning of “Valuable for Its 

Own Sake” 

We need to examine the implications of the phrase 

“valuable for its own sake.” Specifically, how should we 

understand the term “valuable”? 
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In one interpretation, the term “valuable” implies that its 

object is valued positively. Carroll interprets it in this way. 

Thus, he criticizes the evaluative approach and claims that 

the content approach’s advantage is that it can 

accommodate negative aesthetic experience.7 

But should we understand the phrase “valuable for its 

own sake” only in the narrow sense? In another 

interpretation, its valence might be positive or negative. 

Those who adopt this interpretation understand the word 

“valuable” to mean “assessable.” Of course, the term 

“valuable” itself has a positive nuance. Thus, not always 

but usually, Stecker seems to choose the term “valued” 

instead of “valuable.”8 That is, Stecker uses the phrase 

“valued for its own sake,” regardless of whether its 

valence is positive or negative.9 10 Furthermore, Stecker 

leaves room for indifferent aesthetic experience. The 

reason is that “[t]o find an experience indifferent is to 

evaluate it. It is to put it at the zero point on a scale of 

value” (Stecker 2006b, 284). 

To be honest, I myself prefer this latter position; I would 

like to leave room for the negative and “valuable” 

aesthetic experience. But in this paper, I do not make any 

explicit argument on this issue. I leave it open. Instead, I 

simply consider the nature of negative aesthetic 

experience on behalf of the evaluative approach. 

2.2 Several Options  

Note that how we should understand the meaning of 

“valuable” is one issue, and whether we should choose 

the evaluative approach or the content approach is another 

issue. They are separate issues. But it seems that the 

difference in terminology is what causes the disagreement 

between Carroll and Stecker. 

Let us see this debate from a different point of view. We 

can see several options here. 

Q. Aesthetic experiences are… 

a. only positive experiences. 

b.variably evaluated experiences. (The valence 

could be positive, negative, or indifferent.) 

Q. The valence of “valuable (or valued) for its own 

sake” is … 

α. only positive. 

β. variable. (The valence could be positive, negative, 

or indifferent.) 

Q. Aesthetic experience is defined by… 

A. The non-evaluative approach. (Content 

approach) 

B. The one-way evaluative approach. (The valence 

is only positive.) 

C. The variable-way evaluative approach. (The 

valence could be positive, negative, or indifferent.) 

Since Stecker leaves room for the negative or indifferent 

aesthetic experience, he can, at least theoretically, choose 

the position b-β-C. 11  The option b-β-C can readily 

explain the aesthetic experience of bad art. 

To be fair to Carroll, we should note that he does not 

ignore the possibility of b (negatively aesthetic 

experience). As I said earlier, he admits the negative 

aesthetic experience, and he even claims it as an 
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advantage of his view that his view can accommodate 

such an experience. So, concerning the extension of 

aesthetic experience, Stecker and Carroll could agree to 

choose b.  

But let us look closely at Carroll’s terminology. Carroll 

proposes an interpretation of the phrase “valuable for its 

own sake.” He says that “[t]he evaluative view of 

aesthetic experience claims that aesthetic experiences are 

necessarily self-rewarding” (Carroll 2015, 173). Since we 

have already seen Stecker’s view, which was close to 

position b-β-C, it may seem odd that Carroll characterizes 

the evaluative view in this way. As far as I know, Stecker 

himself does not claim that aesthetic experiences are 

necessarily self-rewarding, but Carroll construes Stecker 

so.  

I suspect that this miscommunication derives from 

Carroll’s interpretation of “valuable for its own sake.” As 

we have seen, Stecker carefully avoids using the term 

“valuable” and uses the term “valued.” On the other hand, 

Carroll understands “valuable” only in a positive way. 

That is, Carroll chooses interpretation α. Depending on 

this terminology, Carroll seems to claim that the 

evaluative view is “self-contradictory” about negative 

aesthetic experience,12 so he goes to conclusion A (the 

content approach). Finally, Carroll’s position would be 

b-α-A. 

As Stecker says, how to deal with the “negative aesthetic 

experience” might be a semantic problem. But in any case, 

to advance the debate, it would be useful to look closely 

at the nature of the negatively evaluated aesthetic 

experience. In the next section, I examine such an 

experience by discussing two cases: ugly art and bad art. 

Through this discussion, we shall make clear the various 

types of evaluation of bad art.  

3. THE VARIOUS TYPES OF 

EVALUATION THROUGH 

NEGATIVE AESTHETIC 

EXPERIENCE: DEMIEN HIRST AND 

BAD ART  

How should we understand the negatively evaluated 

aesthetic experience? Is it ever possible? If it is, how is it 

possible? To demonstrate that the possibility of such an 

experience is not just conceptual, we must examine some 

actual cases. 

Participants of this debate offer some examples of a 

negative experience. Bad art is one of the examples. As I 

said in the introduction of this paper, Carroll himself 

mentions bad art. But exactly what example Carroll has in 

his mind seems ambiguous. Is it aesthetically bad art or 

artistically bad art? In what follows, I discuss two cases: 

1) ugly and artistically good art and 2) artistically bad art. 

Let us consider how we could evaluate them. The main 

question here is How can we appreciate bad art 

aesthetically? But before tackling this question, let us 

consider ugly art. 

3.1 The Works of Demien Hirst  

The first case we examine is works that are aesthetically 

negative and artistically positive. Demien Hirst’s Mother 

and Child (Divided) is one such work. This is one of the 

masterpieces of contemporary art. After being shocked 

into silence by his work, many viewers think that it does 

have great artistic value. We have to explain how this 

work draws so many viewers and is so well received. 

First, let us consider the aesthetic aspect of Hirst’s work. 

How should we explain its aesthetic aspect? Carroll does 

not have a problem here, because in his view, we need 
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only focus on properties. Even if the experience is 

negative, just focusing makes the experience aesthetic. 

Stecker also admits the possibility that Hirst’s work gives 

us aesthetic experience. Given his view, this is to be 

expected. As we saw earlier, he thinks that all that is 

needed is evaluation, whether its valence is positive or 

negative. But in order to see that Stecker’s position is not 

just theoretical but substantial, let us look closely at his 

view. 

In his book Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art, Stecker 

proposes some ways of evaluating Hirst’s work. On the 

one hand, Stecker appreciated it in terms of its 

instrumental value. He says, 

“suppose, after attending an exhibit of a bisected 

cow, we say, “It was just like visiting the dentist; 

I hated being there, but I'm better off for it. I can 

deal better with things that disgust me.” Here we 

find positive instrumental (even perhaps 

survival) value in the experience, but we would 

not count it as positive aesthetically, if we count 

it an aesthetic experience at all” (Stecker 2010, 

56). 

And on the other hand, Stecker admits the possibility of 

positive and aesthetic evaluation of Hirst’s work. 

“Carroll replies that enjoyment per se is not 

required for (positively valued) aesthetic 

experience. Again this is true. We aesthetically 

appreciate grotesque works like those of 

Grunewald, and some might be able to similarly 

appreciate Damien Hirst's bisected cows. 

Enjoyment might not be quite the right word here, 

but what is in question is an experience that we 

value for itself and not simply for some 

heightening of our abilities that it brings about” 

(Stecker 2010, 62). 

Thus Stecker admits that at least two types of evaluation 

of Hirst’s work are possible: instrumental (and positive) 

evaluation, and aesthetic and positive evaluation. Both 

evaluations seem to lead readily to its artistic value. 

How about the third option: aesthetic and negative 

evaluation? As I said earlier, Stecker admits the 

possibility of such an evaluation. But could such an 

evaluation promote the work’s artistic value? Yes, for the 

evaluative scheme is not the same between aesthetic 

value and artistic value. In some cases, being 

aesthetically good might constitute a defect in the work, 

depending on the work’s purpose. For example, in a 

realistic tragedy, a beautiful gesture might detract from its 

artistic value.13 Being aesthetically good is not necessary 

for being artistically good, and in some cases, being 

aesthetically good might cause artistic defect. 

Furthermore―and this is important for us―being 

aesthetically bad might suit its artistic purpose. Hirst’s 

work is just such a case. It is designed to elicit shock and 

fear from us, and one of the points of this work is to 

motivate us to think about our life and death. The emotion 

and feeling it stirs in us fit the work’s purpose. Being 

aesthetically bad could promote its artistic value. 

In this way, the artistic value of Hirst’s work can be 

explained in terms of the artist’s achievement. Both 

Stecker and Carroll understand artistic value in terms of a 

sort of achievement. According to the achievement view 

of artistic value, artistically good works are works that 

achieve something in terms of their art form, art kind, 

genre, and so on. 14 In this sense, artistic value is a sort of 

institutionalized value.15 Its evaluation axis depends on 
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the institution that the work and its viewer are in.1617 

At this stage, we should note Kant’s remark in Section 48 

of Critique of Judgment. Kant says that we cannot 

appreciate ugliness that arouses loathing in us.18 That is, 

if the work is so grotesque that we have an intolerably 

unpleasant reaction to it, we cannot appreciate the work 

aesthetically.19 

But it is worth noting that the borderline between such 

terribly ugly works and works whose purpose is to get us 

to appreciate their (relatively weak) ugliness is not so 

clear. I admit, in line with Stecker, that if we focus on an 

object’s ugliness in a discriminating manner and with 

understanding, the experience might become an aesthetic 

appreciation. In such an experience, various types of 

evaluation might be involved. Typically, many hideous 

artworks do not seek only to elicit loathing in us. There is 

a moment in which we are pushed to reflect and engage in 

introspection. And while reflecting on ourselves, we 

continue to focus on the work’s formal and/or expressive 

properties. 

Of course, we can appreciate instrumental or cognitive 

value in such an experience. These are clearly positive 

values. But in the experience, and in the process of the 

reflective thinking, we do not turn away from the negative 

property. The valence of our affection or feeling should be 

negative, and we appreciate the work because of the 

negativity. (Otherwise, the work’s purpose is not achieved. 

Ugly art should be distinguished from art that pleases the 

viewer or leaves him/her indifferent.) So in experiencing 

these works, at least, we depreciate their negative 

aesthetic value and appreciate their positive instrumental 

or cognitive value. 

3.2 Bad Art 

Let us turn to the second case: bad art.  

Though the term “bad art” is commonly used, its meaning 

is not so clear. Some might understand it to refer to 

aesthetically bad (or unmoving) art. But in what follows, 

to distinguish it from ugly art, I use this term to mean 

“artistically-not-positive.” Bad art is art that fails to 

achieve its artistic purpose and does not possess positive 

artistic value. This is the crucial contrast to Hirst’s work.  

Note that the aesthetic experience of bad art is not 

necessarily negative. Since the essential point of bad art 

lies simply in its artistic failure, bad art does not imply 

that the experience is aesthetically negative. Of course, 

most bad works of art do not give us a positive aesthetic 

experience, but in some cases bad art might possess 

aesthetic value.  

But this could not be the case Carroll had in mind when 

Carroll posed the criticism. The point of Carroll’s 

criticism is that the evaluative approach cannot properly 

explain the value of bad art. Artistically negative and 

aesthetically positive work does not fit into Carroll’s 

argument. Carroll must have another case in mind. 

So let us consider the bad art that does not seem to have 

aesthetic value. The typical reaction to these works is 

pleasure-less, bored, or unpleasant disparagement. In 

some cases, the experience is negative, or in other cases, 

it is neutral or indifferent. Usually, we find little or no 

positive value in these works. But even in disparaging a 

work, we can focus on the features of the work in a 

discriminating manner. Imagine that you are in a museum. 

You encounter a friend, who whispers, “Hey, look at this 

picture. Its choice of colors is hideous… I want you to 

share this feeling.” So you focus on the picture’s colors 

and the feelings they generate in you, and you also try to 
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point out how bad the picture is.20 

There is no positive aesthetic experience here. But can it 

be said that there is no aesthetic experience here? Not 

necessarily, according to Stecker. Although the valence is 

negative or indifferent, this experience is not the same as 

a merely unpleasant perception. In looking at the bad 

picture, you focus on the features with understanding and 

in a discriminating manner. You examine the ways in 

which the picture is terrible. You take an evaluative 

attitude during the experience, and you engage in 

evaluation for its own sake. If so, advocates of the 

evaluative approach, at least Stecker, may admit that it is 

an aesthetic experience (although Prinz might object to 

this terminology).  

Finally, let us consider the case in which we dare to 

(positively) appreciate bad artworks that do not have any 

positive aesthetic aspect.21 I contend that whether such an 

appreciation is possible is open to debate. And even if 

such an appreciation is possible, it should be an unofficial 

appreciation. But we do not have to limit such an 

appreciation to a personal or idiosyncratic one. In a small 

group, members might be able to share the feeling and 

communicate it with each other.22 In any case, as I said of 

ugly art, if the negativity is too strong, the appreciation is 

corrupted. 

* * * * * 

In sum, if we judge that a work’s artistic purpose is 

successfully achieved, then the work is artistically good 

even if the experience is aesthetically negative. And if we 

judge that a work’s artistic purpose is not achieved, then 

the work is bad art even if the experience is aesthetically 

positive.  

The evaluative approach’s explanation of “bad art” could 

vary depending on the interpretation of “bad art.” In the 

case of ugly and artistically successful art, a negative 

aesthetic experience could still be aesthetic, and a 

negative aesthetic experience could contribute to the 

work’s artistic success. Even in the case of artistically 

unsuccessful art, the experience could be aesthetic in the 

sense that the focus is placed on the work’s properties, in 

a discriminating manner, and with understanding of the 

work. Adding to this, the evaluative approach could 

explain the case in which we unofficially and arbitrarily 

enjoy the putative bad art. 

These explanations owe a debt to the terminology that 

accommodates the negatively- or indifferently-evaluated 

aesthetic experience. But if we adopt Carroll’s (and 

Prinz’s) terminology, which does not accommodate such 

types of evaluation, it would be difficult to explain such 

an experience. I suspect that the miscommunication 

between Carroll and Stecker is caused by this difference 

in terminology. 
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1 Carroll (2015, 172). 
2 Another recent debate pits Carroll against Alan 

Goldman. This debate mainly focuses on the extension of 

aesthetic experiences. See Goldman (2013) and Carroll 

(2015). First, Goldman argues for a broad view of 

aesthetic experience. He claims that we should expand the 

extension of aesthetic experience and admit the role of 

moral or intellectual faculty in the experience. Second, 

Goldman claims that Carroll’s conception of form is too 

broad. Third, Goldman charges that Carroll is inconsistent 

about the relation between moral property and aesthetic 

property. Carroll (2015) carefully replies to these 

objections. Although my presentation does not deal with 

this debate, this difference sheds light on Carroll’s 

conception of aesthetic experience from another 

perspective. 
3 Carroll (2012, 2015). 
4 Stecker (2006b, 2010), Prinz (2011). 
5 Another champion of this approach would be Monroe 

Beardsley. He proposes such properties as intensity, 

complexity, and unity. 
6 For example, Dickie (1964). 
7 “A second advantage of my version of the content 

approach is that it allows for negative aesthetic 

experiences, whereas, arguably, the evaluative approach 

does not. It seems undeniable that many of our encounters 

with artworks can be negative or indifferent. But it does 

not seem that these count as aesthetic experiences on the 

view that aesthetic experiences are self-rewarding. For it 

sounds like a contradiction in terms to say that an 

unhappy experience of an unintentionally incoherent 

novel is self-rewarding” (Carroll 2015, 172–173). 
8 For example, in Stecker (2010)’s summary of Chapter 3, 

he—no doubt intentionally—uses the word “valued” 

instead of “valuable.” After comparing the minimal view 

(of the evaluative approach) with the content approach, he 

said, “we have argued that the minimal view is superior 

because it, unlike the content oriented approach, captures 

the idea that aesthetic experiences are valued for their 

own sake” (Stecker 2010, 60–61). 
9 Of course, whether we should accept the negative 

aesthetic experience is debatable, so we have to be careful 

that this is not a knock down argument. In fact, Stecker 
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says it is a semantic problem. That is, on the interpretation 

of this phrase, he does not commit strongly to one side. 

Stecker modestly claims that his view can accommodate 

this type of interpretation. Stecker says: “Is aesthetic 

experience always something positively valued? The 

answer is that this is a semantic matter, but we can 

certainly recognize negatively valued aesthetic 

experiences, consistent with the idea that such 

experiences are valued for themselves. All that is needed 

is that the negative evaluation is of the experience itself 

rather than further things it brings to us” (Stecker 2010, 

55). 
10 On the other hand, Durà-Vilà (2016) strongly 

maintains that we should accept the negative experience. 
11  To be precise, he does not clearly advocate this 

position. He modestly says that his theory is coherent to 

this position and that he can accommodate the indifferent 

aesthetic experience. In any case, it is certain that he cares 

about this possibility of the position b-β-C. But I do not 

think it is clear whether Stecker accepts the option a-α-B. 
12 Carroll says “it appears virtually self-contradictory to 

maintain that the unfortunate experiencing with 

understanding of an incoherent drama is self-rewarding” 

(Carroll 2015, 173). 
13 “[T]hough grace is usually a property that gives the 

object that possesses it positive value, on some occasions 

it may detract from the overall value of the object of 

appreciation. An artwork intent on exhibiting the brutality 

of war would not help itself by rendering its dying figures 

gracefully” (Stecker 2010, 68). 
14 “Ideally the artwork has been formally, expressively, 

and/or aesthetically contrived in ways that advance its 

purposes. […]Where the means of embodying the 

purposes of the work succeed, we appreciate the work and 

regard our experience of it as worthy of our attention” 

(Carroll 2015, 175). 
15 “Artistic value comprises a diverse set of values 

because it is any value relevant to the evaluation of 

artworks as art, or, in other words, it is any value that we 

derive from works existing within art institutions or 

practices when appreciated as members of those 

institutions or practices” (Stecker 2012, 361). 
16 Concerning the fact that the contrivance of this work 

achieves its artistic purpose, Carroll would explain this as 

a formal property the work possesses. 
17 Prinz’s explanation of negative aesthetic experience is 

a bit complicated. He proposes a two-stage theory of 

aesthetic experience. He seems to think that some positive 

aspect is required for aesthetic experience. This might be 

the difference between his view and Stecker’s. See Prinz 

(2011).  
18 “[O]nly one kind of ugliness cannot be represented in a 

way adequate to nature without destroying all aesthetic 

satisfaction, hence beauty in art, namely, that which 

arouses loathing. For since in this strange sensation, 

resting on sheer imagination, the object is represented as 

if it were imposing the enjoyment which we are 

                                                                           
nevertheless forcibly resisting, the artistic representation 

of the object is no longer distinguished in our sensation 

itself from the nature of the object itself, and it then 

becomes impossible for the former to be taken as 

beautiful” (Kant 2000, 190). 
19 Furthermore, Kant’s passage might evoke the idea of 

psychical distance. Edward Bullough (1912) claims that 

aesthetically appreciating something might require some 

degree of “psychical distance.” Although this concept 

itself has historically become a focus of continuing 

criticisms (see, e.g., Dickie 1964), it might be worth 

reconsidering this concept in relation to Kant’s passage. 

That is, this concept might be useful to explain our 

negative aesthetic appreciation. In one interpretation, this 

state of mind seems to be that in which, while our 

attention is on an object or its property, our consciousness 

is not strongly connected to our affective or emotional 

aspect. (Comparing this idea with Prinz’s theory of 

emotion would be a fruitful topic for future inquiry.) 
20 An example of what I have in mind as bad art is Lucy 

In the Field With Flowers. This image is available at the 

website of Museum of Bad Art 

(http://www.museumofbadart.org/collection/portraiture-1.

php). 
21 Prinz (2011) considers such a case. 
22 The Museum of Bad Art (www.museumofbadart.org) 

is one such project. 


