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DAVID BEST. Feeling and Reason in the Arts. Winchester, MA: George Allen
& Unwin 1985. Pp. viii + 200. US$28.50 (cloth: ISBN 0-04-370156-6); US$9.95
(paper: ISBN 0-04-370157-4).

Beginning from a Wittgensteinian standpoint concerning mind, language, prac-
tices, and philosophy, Best’s ‘central concern’ is with the rational justifiabili-
ty of judgments that particular things are art (viii). This issue is to be
distinguished from that of the rational justification of the practices of making
and responding to art, which are simply natural in human life. Certain ‘in-
stinctive responses’ and ‘non-rational ways of behaving and responding are
the roots of the concept of art ... [and] give sense to the reasons used in dis-
cussion of the arts’ (5). While artworks can extend and reshape our responses,
so that some responses to works are natural chiefly in the sense of customary,
the very possibility of developing customs of production and response presup-
poses responses that are ‘immediate, primitive, and natural’ (180). These primi-
tive responses are simply ours, without justification; our capacity of responses
as a whole ‘rests on nothing’ (180).

Reasons for judgments that particular things are art are hence internal to
these natural responses. Criticism properly focuses our attention on a work,
displaying it as something to be cared about, either primitively or against the
background of developed media of art that have built on our natural propensi-
ties of response. Critical arguments are essentially interpretive and compara-
tive. They offer us ‘assessment without measurement, or interpretation of a
work as something to be responded to without an external standard of response
(17). The knowledge critics have of works might usefully be compared to the
generally narrative, historical, and comparative knowledge each of us has of
some other persons as proper objects of particular care and response. Disagree-
ments about some particular artistic judgments are to be expected, as people
may to some extent have contrasting senses of relevant comparisons and the
degrees of support they provide for judgments. But only to some extent: our
most basic instinctive responses are shared, and disagreement about particu-
lar judgments implies objectivism about art (46-7).

Works of art express and explore emotional feelings. This is natural to them.
It requires no more explanation than does the inexplicable and undeniable fact
that emotions are expressed by faces (109). ‘An emotional feeling’ is further
‘a mode of apprehending an object, whether a work or any other thing (118).
In particular (here I render the point more explicitly than Best does or might
wish to), there is a feeling on the part of an audience of absorption or ‘involve-
ment’ (183) that is relevant to whether a thing is art — roughly the feeling that
the work’s expression and exploration of feeling are sincere and genuine, not
self-indulgent or pandering. (Best might prefer to say that we simply find our-
selves involved with certain works, apart from feeling; I am not sure.) Leavis’
account of Hardy’s sincerity in ‘After A Journey’ illustrates our involvement
with a genuine work of art (189-90).

Neither the expression of feeling nor feeling in response can be explained
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causally. Artists are not simply caused to express by given feelings, and audiences
are not simply caused to respond by given formal features of a work. Rather,
‘the development of expressive and responsive capacities [in going systems of
art founded on basic given capacities of response] requires the development
of critical abilities’ to understand and employ a language or medium of art (137).
‘Consequently, the given, that is, that which ultimately gives sense to reason
and explanation, is language and the forms of art’ (111).

Our involvement with a work and our feeling that it is genuine and valua-
ble are directed to its particularity in rendering an emotion or conception, that
is, to the fact that ‘what is expressed [cannot] be comprehensively character-
ized apart from the particular way in which it is expressed’ (167). Hence whether
it is appropriate to be absorbed or involved in a given work is rationally as-
sessable, though not externally measurable, through the production of critical
descriptions of the work that reveal to what extent it possesses this sort of par-
ticularity.

Given the perennial openness of our world to change, hence the openness
of our feelings about it to change, and hence the openness to change of the
media of expression, art has no fixed nature (50). ‘Art’ cannot be defined ‘in
terms of necessary and sufficient conditions’ (52). Nonetheless, that a work
is in a medium in which there is ‘the possibility of the expression of a concep-
tion of life issues’ (159) and that it is particular in the sense given above (166-7)
are distinctly necessary though not jointly sufficient conditions of its being art.

The distinctive value of art is that it enables us to learn through feeling to
experience feelings that are reflective of general attitudes toward the world
(183-92). The experience of art hence produces a kind of nonpropositional
knowledge of ourselves in relation to our world, for example the sort of
knowledge that Lear acquires, and that we may acquire through him, of what
it feels like to be poor (183-4). Any propositions about this would be trivial.
In confronting King Lear, the important thing is that we are offered ‘an emo-
tional experience which casts a new light on a situation, revealing what the
analogous life situation amounts to’ (184). Thus art is neither ‘opaque’ to life,
with its value utterly autonomous from and uninformative about life, nor ‘trans-
parent’ to life in merely presenting true propositions about it; rather it is ‘trans-
lucent’ in helping us ‘to see [a] situation in [its] light, in all its detail and
phenomenology (174-5).

I believe Best has accurately described the logic of criticism and the role
of feelings in expression and response. He has said some important and sug-
gestive things about the value of art. These are important achievements. I am
left, however, with the following reservations.

1) Best seems to me to have confused the true claims that art has no exter-
nal justification, that it is rooted in certain natural responses of absorption and
involvement, and that the structure and nature of our response to art cannot
be justified with the (I think) false claim that art cannot be defined. In particu-
lar, though it cannot be justified, the structure and nature of artistic response
can be analyzed as involving other modes of response — especially cognition,
including the experiences of challenges to it and of its extension, and feeling
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pleasure. I see no reason why art cannot be defined along generally Kantian
lines as providing pleasure in challenging and extending our cognitive capaci-
ties. Such a definition both allows for ongoing changes within and of the me-
dia of art and is consistent with much of what Best says about its basis and value.

2) Best fails to work out the descriptive philosophical psychology that is
required to uphold his argument against relativism about art. He notes that the
fact that we use the term ‘art’ to describe certain artifacts produced within other
cultures shows that ‘art’ must have a core of objective meaning. ‘If it were as-
serted that the concept of art in another society was nothing like ours, then
the assertion would be meaningless,’ for without relevant likenesses nothing
could justify us in using ‘art’ to describe their products (51). Best is right to
note the incoherence of radically relativist uses of ‘art.” But this incoherence
does not count against those who would happily abandon the word altogether
in order to talk of society or class based preferences for various things that
have no common nature. Claims that ‘art’ ought not to be used are a common
theme in the writings of so-called post-modernist relativists. In order to an-
swer them, what is required is 2 demonstration that something in our psychol-
ogy or nature leads persons in various cultures to produce and value things
properly classifiable as art. Here too some attention to Kant’s psychology and
theory of taste might be helpful. It is a virtue of Best’s that he has suggested
that responses to art have a family resemblance to responses to pretending, clap-
ping games, nursery rhymes, being told stories, and so on — activities such
that it is nearly impossible to imagine a society of persons in which all of them
were absent (6-7). Here is a beginning, but only a beginning, of the required
psychology.

3) That a work is particular in Best’s sense of admitting no distinction be-
tween what is expressed and how it is expressed seems to do nearly all the
work in certifying it as art (and Best’s talk of being in a medium of a certain
kind seems to be beside the point). That is, that a work is particular in this
sense seems to me to be necessary and sufficient for its being art. (Why we
do and should care about such things, and how we may recognize them through
feeling are of course further questions.) Engineered objects and phenomena
such as airplanes, kettles, and interior decors do not constitute the counterex-
amples to this claim that Best takes them to be (156), for we can specify their
use, function, or (loosely) expressive content independently of specifying their
particular form. For any object of use, there might be another — though perhaps
less elegant and more costly — that does the same job. So far as I can tell, this
is uniquely not true of all works of art, so that particularity in Best’s sense
is necessary and sufficient for art. This stance has the further virtue of readily
accommodating as art both nonrepresentational music and abstract painting,
both of which, Best concedes, come out as art rather too marginally on his
account (167).

Despite these objections, Feeling and Reason in the Arts is an important
new work that comes as close as any to locating the roots of art accurately
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in natural human responses, to characterizing the nature of specifically artistic
expression, and to identifying the value of art.

RICHARD ELDRIDGE
Swarthmore College

NORMAN DANIELS. Just Health Care. New York, Cambridge and London: Cam-
bridge University Press 1985. Pp. xiii + 245. US$32.50 (cloth: ISBN
0-521-23608-8); US$9.95 (paper: ISBN 0-521-31794-0).

Daniels develops an account of distributive justice for the health care setting
and applies that account to some issues that provide a test, as well as illustrate
the limits of, that account. The position developed is well argued and deserves
the close attention of decision-makers in the health policy fields. And while
he takes some perceived inequalities in the American health care system as his
point of departure — for example, he notes that 25 million Americans have
no health care insurance, that an additional 20 million are inadequately co-
vered, and that inequalities in the United States to access to personal medical
services are correlated with class and race (3) — the account he develops is
of much more general interest.

The first three chapters are devoted to arguments of a theoretical nature,
wherein Daniels lays out his account of distributive justice, which he calls the
‘fair equality of opportunity’ account. This account is then applied to ques-
tions of equity of access to health care (chapter four), rationing resources ac-
cording to age (chapter five), doing justice to providers (chapter six), imposition
of occupational safety standards (chapter seven), and assumptions of risk in
the workplace (chapter eight). The book concludes with a ninth chapter con-
cerning philosophy and public policy.

The account that is developed does not pretend to provide a complete foun-
dation for a theory of distributive justice. Rather Daniels wants to make the
following conditional plausible: if there is a social obligation to protect fair
equality of opportunity, then health-care institutions should be designed to
meet that obligation. Daniels presents reasons in support of the antecedent of
this conditional and explores some implications of this fair equality of oppor-
tunity account. One implication is that ‘there is a social obligation to guaran-
tee equitable access to a broad array of medical and other health-care services.
Specifically, this means that various kinds of primary and other acute care must
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