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Aesthetic Experience, Hermeneutics, and Curriculum

Donald Blumenfeld-Jones
Arizona Sate University

AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE HERMENEUTICS AND CURRICULUM

Over the years there have been many attempts to develop sound reasons for
including the arts in education. In the more recent attempts, such as those by the
developers of Discipline Based Arts EducatioMaxine Greene’s work in a
phenomenological, existentialist approd@heryle Bergmann-Drewe’s work on
reasoning, and Donald Arnstine’s response to Drelthe focus has been on
knowledge enhancement. In this essay | am going to take issue with this approach
and offer another way to value the arts for education. To begin with | will review
Drewe’s and Arnstine’s work as good examples of the knowledge approach.

Drewe, in “A Justification for the Inclusion of the Arts in the Educational
Curriculum,” makes an argument for including the arts in the educational curriculum
based on “their potential to foster understanding on the part of the participants of
artistic activity...the understanding attained through participation in the arts is a
particular sort of understanding; a rich understandidgt form of “participation
in the arts” is: students as consumers of other people’s artistic prodiéclbas.
favors an instrumental over an intrinsic justification and asserts that one must choose
art images which have content that will, in turn, have “potential for expanding
students’ understanding.These images should not be merely propagandistic but
should add to the store of rich understanding. The knowledge generated by
interactions with these art images attends to “sensations and fe&dirgstienced
through interaction with artistic form. What gives educational validation to these
sensations experienced through form is the development of “interpretive reasoning”
grounded in “shared artistic concepts [which lead to] the attainment of a rich
understanding®This rich understanding is, in turn, based in a “body of knowledge
[which] makes it possible to provide reasons for making aesthetic judgments which
are not purely subjectiveé?’

Donald Arnstine, in his reply to her propositions, takes her to task for three
reasons. First, not all art pieces will foster understanding because some art has no
content (and so understanding of the human experience will not flow from such
art)'and, additionally, Drewe leaves “the concept of understanding inchiéate.”
Second, Drewe excises as educationally illegitimate the very quality of art experi-
ences which Arnstine deems central: “[P]eople...find [art] fascinating, absorbing,
compelling, entertaining ...amusing.People attend to the arts because the arts are
enjoyable. Lastly, this enjoyable quality is functional in schools. He writes,

To be serious about the arts in the curriculum is to be serious about holding the attention of

students. If we introduce arts into schools that are appropriate for the children we teach, their

enjoyment and their engrossment...will enrich their sensuous awareness of the form of things

in the world. And some art...will also direct their attention to things in the world we care
about, things they might not otherwise consider.
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Both Drewe’s and Arnstine’s discussions focus upon epistemological reasons,
concerned with the kind of knowledge available to us through encounters with art-
works. They also position students as consumers of art. There are at least two reasons
why these foci seriously limit valuing the arts in education. First, if we take a purely
epistemological stance, the mind/body dualism, which has plagued the arts for
hundreds of years, becomes reinstantiated. This dualism, through a focus on
understanding and knowing as thiee qua non of educative experience, does a
disservice to understanding human experience in its wholeness. Second, positioning
students purely as consumers of art misconstrues the educative possibilities of
aesthetic experience by excessively narrowing it.

To counter these two problems we need to start not with the arts but, rather, with
aesthetic experience as a life value and, then, find our way back to the arts. In so
doing we can discover what is unique about the arts and, therefore, their intrinsic
value. Through this discovery we can possibly show why the arts are necessary to
education.

Aesthetic experience is a particular waybeing in the world which brings
enhancement to all we do. If we take “enhancement of all we do” as a fundamental
educative good and can particularize it within aesthetics, then we are justified in
seeking ways of bringing about aesthetic experience through our educative endeav-
ors. (I shall, later on, point to what | mean by enhancement.)

Let us begin by noting that in educational experience we address more than
cognition and mental feelings and, thus, are not restricted to questions of epistemol-
ogy. Through educational experience we learn ways to be and these ways, perhaps
more than cognitive learning, stay with us throughout our lives. (How else to explain
the physical aversion some adults, who were successful students, have to schools?)
Put more strongly, educational experiences of all sorts are embodied experiences.
Student’s bodily responses to their physical and social environment in schools
reveal this as they respond to teaching and their physical environment (rejecting,
accepting, ignoring teaching and so forth) in obvious physical ways (squirming,
sitting rigidly, leaning forward eagerly, becoming ill or nauseated, sleeping, lolling
and so forth).

Whether we desire it or not, students live bodily in school, albeit non-
aesthetically (because non-intentionally). Such lived experiences may be produc-
tive of an “understanding” or educative outcome, but only if we can become aware
of our educated bodies. Aesthetic experience, because it focuses on the senses, is
particularly well-positioned to aid us in coming to this experience (in both a critical
and a generative way). The arts, as an already well-established form of aesthetic
living, can provide the specific experiences thatlead on to such aesthetic experience.
As you will see, | do not mean a studio experience in the usual sense (gaining
technical expertise in an art) but an experience which joins intellect and body. The
mind/body dualism is avoided by finding that understanding is ontological as well
as epistemological in character. In this position ontology and epistemology are
bound together through experience, in this case aesthetic experience. Due to the
current focus upon epistemology, my argument will revolve around an ontological
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discussion, examining aesthetic experience, exploring understanding (drawing on
hermeneutics) to uncover its ontological character (although we may usually think
of hermeneutics as epistemological, as a knowledge producing practice) and
drawing aesthetics and hermeneutics together in the arts. | will insert discussions of
arts experiences as necessary. As a way of organizing the argument | shall draw upon
the influential work of James B. Macdonald, the late curriculum théérist.

AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE
James Macdonald and David Purpel, in discussing various possibilities for
envisioning curricular decisions, rejected means-ends, calculative, technological
rationality as the basis for curricular thinking, favoring, instead, “valdfe&hong
these values was “the aesthetic,” of which they wrote,
The critique [of conventional approaches to curriculum thinking] from an aestheirt of
view addresses the basic problem of the separation of means from ends inherent in the
technical planning approach. Thus, ends are stated and means are then emphasized. In many
instances, the means become another sort of ends in themselves. Aesthetically many
activities are worth doing for the sake of engagement in them, and the value of such activity
lies in the dynamics gdarticipation. The outcomes of such pursuits are neither known nor
relevant to the justification for doing them. Thus, inherent in an aesthetic concern is the
realization that outcomes of any tangible sort are unknowable until after thé fact.
They conclude by writing, “The activity of the [curriculum] planning process must
be to some extent self-justifying in human terms, not merely justified by some
efficient and effective outcomé®”

| have emphasized the word “participation” in order to highlight that it is not
enough to encounter someone else’s art production in order to value arts experi-
ences. Living aesthetically is an active participation in the world through one’s
senses, the outcome of such engagement being unknowable beforehand (as Macdonald
and Purpel have asserted), but having a profound effect on one’s sense of place and
value in the world. In fairness to Drewe, she does prefer “art for meaning’s sake”
over “art for art’s sake'®*However, over against her emphasis upon discovering the
meaning of art works, | would place the act of discovering personal meaning as basic
to aesthetic living?

A search for meaning is not a solipsistic act. It is a search for experiencing
connection with others in our world as well as with our physical and social
environment. This connectedness carries with it an experience of wholeness (how-
ever temporary this experience may be) and is my primary meaning of “educational
enhancement.” Aesthetic experience, of any kind, engenders this experience of
wholeness through a sensory engagement with the world, but the primary experience
is one’s own attempts at making art for it is in this activity that understanding
becomes consciously embodied which is central to aesthetic expéetidihaerg
with this one should encounter others’ art works as further exploration of one’s own
productions. These encounters can illuminatg@tbeess of meaning making asan
aesthetic experiencebut are not sufficient to engender aesthetic experience as | have
particularized it.

Two aspects ofneaning need further development: What is the value of this
personal meaning? and How do we gain meaning? Macdonald speaks to personal
meaning as follows.
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Personal knowledge brings depth to meaning and reflects the uniqueness of our own
experiences. The connotation we bring to words, the commitments we give to certain ideas,
or the perceptual selections we make from among relevant alternatives are all predicated
upon and integrated through the unique being of each indivitlual.

In order to ground this | will provide some of my personal experience.

Riding my bicycle this afternoon after reading Macdonald’s “Theory, Practice,
and the Hermeneutic Circle” | was struck by the afternoon’s light. | rode slowly, very
slowly, deciding quite consciously notto hurry but to ride so that | knew where | was,
riding not in an instrumental fashion (getting from one place to another) but riding
for the sake of riding. Macdonald wrote about the mytho-poetic [or aesthetic] as the
missing position in curriculum theory. We have already had enough of the instru-
mental, technical rationality and, also, of the critical theory aspects of the practice,
approaches which while valuable and, even, contributing in good ways, yet miss the
understanding which can only come through this personal moment, this mytho-
poetic. Our personal experience becomes the site of this mytho-poetic which,
simultaneously, transcends the immediate being because it belongs to the culture,
not to any one individual.

Let me elaborate: My family and | try to go camping when we can. Now, our
camping is no primitive back-country permit camping. Nevertheless we live, for
however long, in a tent and cook our food on a small propane stove. | always feel,
during these experiences, especially relaxed and connected to something, to the
earth, to my self, and these others, my family. Something ineffable happens to my
mind when | do this. | always say that every teacher should go camping: there is
something almost spiritual about it. Although | do not know what that means,
“spiritual,” | do know that | feel refreshed in an important way. Riding my bicycle
this afternoon back to campus | felt the same way: connected, not in a hurry but not
drifting or lost either.

| thought, as | rode, this too is curriculum theory. | felt able to think but not so
much in words. Rather, as | gazed at the small hill in the distance, rather barren, a
desert, but, for me, also beautiful and satisfying, | felt | could think about myself and
my connections without having to explicitly state what myself was or what the
connections might be which | was feeling. It was slow; it was warm; it was full.
“Full:" this is an important word. The experience is one of solidity, not emptiness.
Of course, having a place to go, a destination, may have allowed me to feel this
fullness. | can imagine that, were | homeless, | would not feel full about this
experience for being out-of-doors would only be my daily state of existence, no
different frommy present life as a householder for whom a house and a place of work
are merely a common-place experience.

In this experience two features are significant. First, the experience was
embodied and it was through this agency that the wholeness of the experience was
mediated. Second, in this aesthetic state of wholeness, connections were made
between particularities of my situation as these became apparent to me such as my
thinking about all the people driving their cars to somewhere (probably instrumen-
tally) and contrasting this with both the homeless and my own situation. Through
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this aesthetic experience (conscious embodiment of meaning) understandings
became available.

How Do WE GAIN MEANING? UNDERSTANDING

Just as aesthetics is ontological in character, so, too, is the gaining of meaning.
Macdonald states this position directly when he thinks through three possible
sources of curricular knowledge.

It is my opinion that the hermeneutic circle of understanding lies within each of the

epistemologies [technical-rational, critical-emancipatory and mytho-poetic] and also tran-

scends each method in the form of an ontological platform....The three methods

[epistemologies]...are contributory methodologies to a larger hermeneutic circle of con-

tinual search for greater understanding, and for a more satisfying interpretation a3hat
Through this “satisfying interpretation” our lives gain a measure of meaningfulness.
An exploration of hermeneutics as ontological can help make this more clear by
describing hermeneutics as a practice in the world.

According to David Smith, Martin Heidegger viewed hermeneutics as,

the foundational practice of Being itself. Interpretation is the means by which the nature of

Being and human be-ing is disclosed. Interpretation is the primordial condition of human

self-understanding so that a phenomenology of Being reveals its fundamental mode to be

precisely hermeneutical...interpretation...[is] the primordial mode of human existence.
Paul Ricoeur asserts that meaningful action can be analogized to a text. He derives
his argument from Max Weber’s sociological theory and posits that if meaningful
action is like a text then our interpretation of the meaning of such action occurs
through a hermeneutical procésslans-Georg Gadamer writes on play as exem-
plary of the hermeneutic process, in a section of his central Wautk,and Method,
entitled “Play as the Clue to Ontological Explanatié&5 children become fully
immersed in play they are in a state of what might be called “being otherwise” as they
are living a different being for a time. For play to be efficacious, play must attain the
status of a living reality. During the process of play, children will emerge from this
reality, recognizing that they have been “being otherwise.” Theynoi# (an
epistemological verb) what they have b&emg (an ontological verb) and will
make decisions about what to do next (an epistemological and ontological process)
and then reimmerse themselves in the play. All of this suggests that hermeneutics is
part of our daily existence, rather than only a way of knowing about our daily
existence. We make sense and act on the basis of a hermeneutical process. This, then,
is what | think Macdonald means when he emphasizes the word “is.”

Hermeneutics is an experience which is embodied. In order for Being and action
to have reality, they have reality through the body. Gadamer, in particular, must be
referencing the body, as for instance, when he states that “the mode of being of play
is...close to the mobile form of natut&dr when he writes of the “behavior” of play.
While his discussion is not exclusively about the body, it is difficult to understand
his ideas without picturing the actual, physical embodiment of play.

The hermeneutic character of being reveals both personal and social dimen-
sions. That which is understood (whether it be a text, a meaningful action, play, or
the composing of art) is understood within a context (horizon) comprised of one’s
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personal history and the history of the experience. For instance, in terms of texts, as
I read Shakespeare | bring to the text my experiences with theaters and Shakespearean
plays (productions | may have attended). | also bring my knowledge of what other
people have made of the play (perhaps through conversations with my friends,
perhaps through reading about the history of the play). These experiences and
knowledge comprise the horizon within which | will now encouttés play. In

terms of meaningful actions, if | participate in an annual meeting of a professional
organization | bring to this experience my own history with such meetings and what

| can garner about this particular organization from those who have already
experienced such meetings. As for play, the very structure of play encompasses the
personal (I and those with whom I play choose the kind of game and the way the game
proceeds based on our history with playing and our present needs fulfilled through
playing) and the social (what | and the others know about “playing” and “games” that
we have learned from others). Art making speaks for itself: the personal expression
is inevitably mediated through the personal choices made within the context of what

| already have learned about art, my own experiences with making art, and my
personal relationship with myself as an art-maker.

Hermeneutics, then, is more than a knowledge generating process. It is,
simultaneously, a way of experiencing in which experiencing and making sense of
experiencing are fused. This wholeness makes it akin to aesthetic experience.

AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE, PLAY, MEANINGFUL ACTION AND ART-MAKING
In order to understand aesthetic experience and the arts as ontological under-
standing and as linked, we can begin by looking no further than Gadamer’s work on
aesthetics. Gadamer’s discussion of aesthetic experience begins in a discussion of
the ontology of play (referenced above) which he takes as paradigmatic to the
making of art. He, then, proceeds to elaborate the process of hermeneutical
understanding.

My examination of the process of playing can be used to illustrate the
ontological centrality of the hermeneutic circle to meaningful action and art-
making. The circle references the whole/part relationship in which the whole is only
known one part at a time and in order to make sense of each part | must have a sense
of the whole. When playing, children move in and out of active play, noting,
reflecting, consciously redirecting activity and returning to the activity of play. This
cycle is enacted over and over again and an understanding of play is only possible
when we see how all parts of the circle are necessary to the play. Meaningful action
is similar. Take “meaningful action” to mean “separate actions taken by the actors
in a social (or sociological) situation” and take “action” to reference “the whole
action (such as a cocktail party) in which the interlocutors in the action are
improvising their interactions,” much like a board game. These actions exist within
the framework of people’s mutual (or conflicting) cultures which provide the
parameters for the interactions; thus, the cultural parameters may be taken as
describing the completed action or the whole. What actually emerges through the
meaningful actions (the parts of the emerging whole action) is a new action, not fully
predictable by the cultural boundaries or wholes. It is a social action not fully
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described by either the individual, personal actions of the actors nor by the cultural
boundaries which describe the culturally ideal action. Something both new and old
is realized.

No less may be said of art-making. As the art piece unfolds, | project a possible
finished work which is constantly modified by the actual making process and the
resultant and emerging form. The parts only cohere as there is a whole within which
they can cohere. Thisimage is one of oscillation, moving back and forth between the
whole and the emerging work. The circle may also be construed as a spiral through
which the art piece constantly presents new wholes and new possibilities for new
parts. Where | begin and where | plan to go with the development of the art piece
never remain the same. New possibilities only emerge through the action of making
and meditating upon the making and the physicality of the art piece.

In attending in an embodied way to the fusion of the personal and the social
through the ongoing circularity of knowing and doing which is experienced during
play, meaningful action, and art-making we may be said to be experiencing
aesthetically. As | have already discussed, in the section “Aesthetic Experience,” the
“good” of such experience is, exactly, the experience of connections between
myself, others and my environment. An hermeneutic description of process reveals
that consciousness of hermeneutics provides critical and generative aspects for
aesthetic experience. | can learn to be critical of my actions (including but not limited
to art action) as | view these actions within the process itself, asking myself such
guestions as “What do | want to have happen here? How can | bring it about? What
aspects are being successful, in terms of my desires? What aspects are not being
successful? What can | know from the traditions of this practice that could aid me
in both understanding and executing my desires? What historical precedents exist
for these desires and this practice?” Given that the practice of hermeneutics requires
the hermeneut to be sensitive to the whole context (or horizon) of a particular action
to be understood, | can also learn to be critical through such questions as, “Why do
| desire this particular action? What cultural conditions bring me to such a desire?
How does my desire emanate from my interactions with others and how does the
carrying out of my desires effect those others?”

We can, now, conceptualize art making as contributing to aesthetic experience
and understanding. The generation or making of art, especially when thought of as
a species of play, is aligned with an understanding that play is regenerative as it
brings new understandings to the players about their relationship to others and their
environment. Making art is a meaningful social action as the maker, in order to both
make and comprehend the art-piece, comes in contact both with her/his personal and
social being. This suggests that the arts may be educationally justified not because
of the ways we can understand ourselves through mature art works but, rather,
because of the ways we can understand ourselves and live in a particular way through
the making of our own art works. The examination of mature art-works can
contribute to the process of art-making but because such examination displaces onto
others our own generativity, and therefore our own connection-making capacities,
we become merely spectators. Through aesthetic experience in a consciously
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hermeneutic fashion we can become active in forming our own world rather than

accepting the world of others. We can justify the place of the arts in education

because of their unique capacity to both, as Macdonald would have it, enable our
“insight, visualization and imagination...awe, wonder and anxiggrid because

they enable us to become embodied in a critical and generative fashion.
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