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A B S T R A C T

Following a naturalist-realist point of view, this paper attempts to contribute to the metaphysical question of
whether or not reality includes aesthetics. During evolution, cognitive agents have constructed (goal-directed)
regulatory abilities forming anticipatory contents in the form of feelings regarding opportunities for interac-
tion. These feelings are considered to be the fundamental part of an evaluative or (what in this paper consid-
ered as aesthetic) behavior through which agents show a preference to aspects of their external world. Thus,
‘aesthetic’ denotes an agential behavior based on an organization of processes integrated in a form that iden-
tifies, evaluates, and compares sources of interaction-success or error in specific aspects of external reality.
While agents approach the same aspects of reality as they all interact with the same world, our claim is that
aesthetic normativity cannot be an objective feature of this reality. This model overcomes problems of corre-
spondence in the sense that an agent's actions and thoughts ought to react to any pre-given (aesthetic) quality
or norm, while at the same time it emphasizes the self-directedness of aesthetic behavior that enables the de-
velopment of creative forms of cognition.

© 2016 Published by Elsevier Ltd.

1. Introduction

Speaking about aesthetics we always deal with a kind of percep-
tion (Sibley, 1965). However, the important question that follows is:
‘Speaking about aesthetic perception, we deal with the perception of
what?’ Are aesthetics real entities in the world that individuals can
perceive or are they creations of our mind?

One of the most prominent debates in philosophy, that also charac-
terizes the viewpoint through which aestheticians approach the prob-
lem of aesthetic perception, is between realism and anti-realism. This
is a very ancient debate between two opposing schools of thought and
deals with general metaphysical questions about the nature of reality.

In short, realism holds that the world and its contents exist inde-
pendently of our thought and perception. Agents evolve in this world
and learn about its properties through causal interactions with it. Thus,
agents can ascribe, accurately or not, ‘real’ properties to the world
not only for its observable part, which is the part that can be expe-
rientially explored, but also, they can develop theories or gain sub-
stantial knowledge of the non-observable reality. This is because the
world we do not have physical contact with is just as real as the
part we do have contact with. Realists accept that while agents may
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all approach the world from different perspectives, they are all living
in and interacting with the same world. In contrast, anti-realism de-
nies this and claims that the world is in some way dependent upon the
agent's conscious activity so a ‘true’ description can be provided only
for the part of the world in which they have an actual experience (see
Godfrey-Smith, 2003; Hooker, 1995; Okasha, 2002).

The claim of aesthetic realism (A-realism) does not only discern
that our environment is real and exists independently of the way that
agents respond to it, but it has qualities which are also real. These
qualities include normative aesthetic ones (A-qualities), which differ
in essential respects from natural or scientific properties. While we ac-
cept realism and the objectivity of the external world, our position is
differentiated from A-realism and its claim for inherent aesthetic nor-
mativity as an objective feature of the world that agents ought to per-
ceive.

Following a naturalist-realist point of view, we attempt to con-
tribute to the metaphysical question of whether or not reality includes
aesthetics. We suggest the integration of unconscious (psychological
and physiological) states of the body constitutes an additional (orga-
nizational level of) regulation of cognitive behavior. We propose that
this (implicitly psychological level of) regulation forms anticipatory
perceptual content in the form of feelings about opportunities for in-
teraction. Such regulation constitutes what we suggest should be iden-
tified as the aesthetic form of (a functional) integration causally re-
lated to external reality. Thus, contrary to traditional views of tran
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scendental aesthetics,1 the ‘aesthetic’ is nothing more than a self-di-
rected behavior that concerns a particular organization of process in-
terdependences aimed at detecting and evaluating opportunities for in-
teraction regarding specific aspects of external reality. Self-directed
agents, like humans, are not passive receptors of the external reality
limited to decisions that conform with a fact, perceiving their world as
they ought to. In contrast, such agents exhibit an organization that is
also sensitive to the way they are related to their environment (a some-
what creative way), which allows them to develop high-order forms of
cognition that will serve the dynamic and complex goals of life.

The paper is divided into two main sections. In the first section (see
section 2) we critically present the claims of A-realism, providing in-
put on problems related to the content of aesthetic perception (CoAP),
the way it is connected to reality and its normative character. In the
second section (see section 3), we identify the forms by which nor-
mativity emerges in perceptual content. Our view is mostly based on
contemporary theories and explanations in the realm of inter-activism
and embodied cognition, contemporary evidence from affective theory
and findings from relevant studies in the experimental aesthetics and
neuroscience.

Considering the problems that A-realism faces, we attempt not
only to provide a new orientation to approach the metaphysical ques-
tion of aesthetics, but also to offer a functional and realistic discerp-
tion of the cognitive phenomena that constitute the relation between
aesthetics and reality. Our aim is not to explain all these phenomena
completely. This would be an extremely ambitious task. Accordingly,
we aim to explain the formation of the CoAP and the content itself.
We cannot explain what an agent specifically likes or dislikes, and we
do not deal with the outcome of particular aesthetic judgments or judg-
ments of preference.

2. Aesthetic realism and aesthetic normativity

A central claim of all senses of A-realism is that aesthetics are a
normative domain involving a two-fold veridical perceptual relation
with the external world (see Beardsley, 1973; Cova & Pain, 2012;
Prinz, 2011). This relation, for A-realism, is reduced to aesthetic prop-
erties or A-qualities and concerns a) how pleasurable (or displea

1 While this argument seems relevant to the Kantian argument about
intersubjective feelings of pleasure and the role they play into judgments of taste
and beauty (see e.g. Kulenkampff, 1990 - and we thank an anonymous reviewer
for this remark), our point of departure is quite different from the once dictated
by the Transcendental perspective according to which cognition arises from two
fundamental sources and their interplay: the reception of representations (the
receptivity of impressions), and the faculty for cognising an object through these
representations (spontaneity of concepts); through the former an object is given
to us, through the latter it is thought in relation to that representation (as a mere
determination of the mind) (see Kant, 1999, p. 193). In this way, and based
mostly on contemporary evidence that considers perception and feelings as one
function, we are not aiming at explaining the possible factors that determine the
development of beauty, thus seeking for an exceptional case of cognition. In
contrast, we question any division of cognitive faculties into aesthetic and practical
ones (elsewhere we have argued about how these faculties are related in the context
of the emergence of representation, see Xenakis & Arnellos, 2013; 2014; 2015).
In the light of the naturalist-realist perspective, the proposed model attempts to
explain the implications of considering aesthetic behaviour as an goal-directed
organization of cognitive processes that affects the way we perceive and appreciate
the world (before any possible claim for beauty is formed). As a consequence,
beauty is not considered as a presupposition for aesthetic behaviour but as a
subjective cognitive implication of it. Thus, any attempt to distinguish the aesthetic
behaviour from other categories like sensual judgments, judgments of reflection,
moral judgments, empirical judgments, judgments of taste, and judgments of
niceness or nastiness, is beyond the scope of this paper.

surable) is a perceived A-quality, and b) how accurate (or inaccurate)
is this perception in correspondence to objective reality. In short, all
things (designed objects, events, human beings, objects of nature, etc.)
that can be aesthetically perceived are so because of their A-qualities.

This assumption has an important implication in our understand-
ing of what A-qualities are proposed to be for A-realists. As we dis-
cuss next, A-qualities are not only real and objective properties of the
world, but also they form the only kind of CoAP that an agent might
have. This implies a direct relation between reality and the CoAP. But
before we unfold this perceptual relation (see section 3) we need first
to provide a brief description of how A-realism concerns A-qualities:
a) as objective features of the world (see section 2.1) and b) as genuine
perceptual content that represents reality (see section 2.2).

2.1. Aesthetic qualities as part of the objective reality

The whole idea of A-realism is based upon the realism/anti-real-
ism debate, and the argument that the qualities of an object are mean-
ingfully distinguished from how that object might be perceived by an
agent. Accordingly, A-realists acknowledge that A-qualities (e.g. ele-
gance, complexity, harmony, balance, etc.) appear as another feature
of the object. Following realism, A-realists argue also that A-qualities
should also be inherent in the object that possesses them even if there
is no one there to perceive them.

The problems appear when A-realists attempt to justify a con-
ception of A-qualities that meets one constraint and two require-
ments that we attempt to set in question here. The constraint con-
cerns the argument that any aesthetic behaviour is reduced to prob-
lems that are related to A-qualities as genuine conceptions of quali-
ties that their aesthetic-evaluative nature distinguishes them from any
other kind of quality. This argument is considered valid by all authors
in aesthetic philosophy as long as any contradicting claim is absent
(Konigsberg, 2012). The two requirements that follow this constraint
are: a) all A-qualities should somehow come into existence agent-in-
dependently, and b) A-qualities should acquire an agent-independent,
normative character.

In short, the whole argument of A-realism is that the world, from
its substances, creates normative (pleasurable or displeasurable)
A-qualities which are as real as the world is, and such substances
should certainly satisfy some aesthetic predication.

Considering the constraint, A-realists, in order to resolve these two
requirements, are in search of a dependency relation that explains how
A-qualities are connected to the real substances of the world. So, with
the first constraint having already been set in question, A-realists are
faced with an unresolved problem, that of distinguishing A-qualities
from the non-aesthetic features (NA-features) of the world. Whatever
this relationship could be, there must be some NA-features ultimately
responsible for any A-quality and certainly for its normative character.
As Sibley (1965, p. 146) puts it, “there always is, and must be, some
reason why a thing has that quality” and this reason should not con-
cern what (experts) agents believe about this quality. Zemach (1991)
argues that this reason could set the normativity of the function of any
A-quality, e.g. if a specific reason is satisfied, then the A-quality that
appears has the positive norm of pleasure. Thus, A-qualities can be
normative about the world and this normativity cannot be in error.

Let us take Sibley's example: “the reason the music is sad at a cer-
tain point may truly be that just there it slows and drops into a minor
key” (p. 148). There must be, according to A-realists, a direct relation
between the objective and real NA-feature of a “minor key” and the
A-quality of “sadness”. However, this relation (nor Sibley) do not ex
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plain how “sadness” attains its normative value. Something “sad” may
not only be pleasurable or displeasurable but it may have different
grades of value ranging between pleasure and displeasure. Thus, a
dependency relation in order to be “aesthetic” should not only de-
scribe the ‘structural’ connections or the interdependent relationships
between the constituent parts (e.g. major or minor keys, colors, shapes,
materials, technology, information, etc.) and the whole material (e.g.
designs, works of art, objects of nature, etc.) or immaterial (e.g.
events, socio-cultural relations, sounds, services, etc.) things, but more
importantly, should describe how A-qualities inherit their normative
nature.

The problem with A-realism is that aesthetic normativity (A-nor-
mativity) appears to have an unspecified connection to reality. It is
quite oxymoronic that A-qualities preserve their values mind-indepen-
dently but, at the same time, the designer (e.g. a painter, a dancer, a
musician, a writer, etc.) creates them by using his mind (the process
is known as composition). The former hypothesis cannot support the
truth of the latter. The act of composition engages the designer in mak-
ing decisions about when an A-quality is true or false in his creation
during the design process. This means that he not only detects er-
rors, corrects errors and stops the process whenever thing are in their
‘proper’ place, but he can also create new A-qualities during the de-
sign process (e.g. that of Impressionism or Cubism). So, we should
not confuse Sibley's ‘reasons’ with the aims and the goals of the de-
signer who self-directs his creative interaction processes forming his
own conditions of normativity. NA-features are not kinds of goal-di-
rected processes that are interactively engaged in relationships, which
can serve (or not) the function they are selected for to fulfill. For in-
stance, a minor key (or any other key) does not aim at anything. It can-
not interact with other features in self-directed musical compositions
that preserve an inherent goal that is defined apart from the needs of
its creator/designer.

Attempting to overcome this problem, A-realists offer an alterna-
tive explanation of how A-normativity should be understood: If X is
an A-property of some object, then it is true that it has X or it has
not. In other words, what makes an aesthetic behavior true or false
is the presence (or absence) of a certain A-quality in the things that
we perceive (see Cova & Pain, 2012; Matravers & Levinson, 2005).
This explanation of normativity is quite vague since no A-realists ar-
gue “who” detects for the true or false condition of X. One thing that
is certain with A-realism is that such detection does not involve the
mind. This means that while the object may have X, that is already
known and detected (by an agent), but also, this X may only be part
X’ and X″ that could be unknown (for the moment). This also means
that a perceiver could never be absolutely sure about the conditions of
true, and especially false, of the A-normativity of an object. For in-
stance, the A-qualities of Impressionism were known only after the
19th century. Thus, if agents had observed an object with such A-qual-
ities before Impressionism, they probably would have been misled as
to its value since they were unable to detect these A-qualities and thus
to perceive its “real” value (see e.g. the Salon des Refusés). But, if
agents cannot determine what is true or false, then who can? Another
certainty is that objects are unable to detect themselves as being in a
true or false condition and certainly they cannot modify themselves to
correct a false condition that they cannot detect. So, if X is a A-prop-
erty of some object there is no entity that can detect if it is true that it
has X or not.

The problem in describing a mind-independent relation is getting
way harder as philosophers and scientists attempt to understand what
causes the entire A-normativity of objects (e.g. paintings, cars, build-
ings, etc.) that appear to also have, at the same time, many complex
combinations of undefinable A-qualities (e.g. gracefulness, balance,

sublimity, sobriety, flamboyance, gaiety, harmony, etc.), only by shar-
ing the same static NA-features. Obviously, the explanation of the en-
tire A-normativity for objects with non-static NA-features like cultural
events, information, people, human relationships becomes simply im-
possible.

2.1.1. The claim for aesthetic supervenience
A-realists argue that there is no known law (like that of physics) to

explain the above complex cases of A-normativity. The most promi-
nent explanation that they offer concerns the metaphysical superve-
nience relation. This idea can be informally stated as “no difference
in supervenient properties without a difference in base properties”,
which means that necessarily, a change in an A-quality (macro-prop-
erties or supervenient properties) of an object requires a change in
some of its NA-features (microphysical or base properties) (see
Bender, 1996; Levinson, 1984) and thus a correction in NA-features
also corrects the A-quality (Kim, 1979; Levinson, 1984). Even though,
for those who understand the above doctrine of aesthetic superve-
nience more as an ‘emergent’ relationship according to which A-qual-
ities are irreducible to their microphysical or base properties (see
Levinson, 1984; Sibley, 1965; Zangwill, 1998), the problem of how
an A-quality takes its normative character is still a black box. More-
over, as we have already seen, the problem of creating/correcting an
A-quality is unresolved. Creating/correcting an A-quality demands ei-
ther a) mental processes that can detect the error in a macro-property
so as to choose the ‘proper’ corrections in the microphysical proper-
ties or b) the object that tends to possess a false A’-quality should have
a self-regulative ability that detects the error and corrects it according
to an inherent knowledge of a true A-quality. But both (a) and (b) are
impossible.

For many authors, aesthetic supervenience has been related to the
logic of normative claims in a similar way that mental or moral prop-
erties supervene upon physical properties (Bender, 1996) but such su-
pervenience relationships have already faced many problems to ex-
plain the cognitive process (see e.g. Bickhard, 2003b).

2.2. Aesthetic realism and the three types of aesthetic perception

As we mentioned in the beginning of section 2, aesthetics are a
normative domain, involving a two-fold veridical perceptual relation
with A-qualities. The content of aesthetic perception (CoAP) is char-
acterized a) by normative conditions that concern how pleasurable or
displeasurable the perceived A-quality is, and ii) by accuracy or inac-
curacy in relation to how this normative CoAP corresponds to reality.
In the context of A-realism, the CoAP is response-independent in the
domain that concerns normative verdicts of pleasure or beauty since
the aesthetic value is a real and objective property of the world, but it
is response-dependent in the domain that concerns its match to reality.
So, all these aesthetic responses an agent could have for an A-qual-
ity are not subjective reactions to it, but rather they involve a content
which is somehow objectified. Thus, A-realism also bears the problem
of objectivity. The objectivism(a) - subjectivism(b) debate, addresses
ontological issues directly related to the origin of the aesthetic percep-
tual experiences:

a. Agents perceive a quality X as aesthetic because quality X is aes-
thetic.e.g. Elegance is a property of the object, and therefore we
ought to be interested in it.

b. A quality X is aesthetic because we perceive it as aesthetic. e.g.
Things are elegant because of the interest we have in them.
The objectivism claim (a) can be distinguished by at least three

types.
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A. The externalist objectivism. According to this first type, A-qual-
ities are response-independent and inherent to the object that possesses
them. The agent ought to perceive them in addition to their value (e.g.
pleasurable or displeasurable), and such a perception may be in error
only when the conditions of interaction do not support an accurate per-
ception. Such perceptions are direct since they are not relative to cog-
nitive evaluations, memory, knowledge, or past experiences. A-quali-
ties are only ontologically related to NA-features, which are certainly
objective and real and they are not relative to cognitive justification.
This strong externalist interpretation has few adherents these days (see
Eaton, 1998). Most A-realists, as we will see next, argue that aesthetic
perception carries a subjective element since it involves (human) in-
terpretation.

B. The internalist objectivism. This second type could be seen as a
development of the above strong externalist position. A-qualities are
response-dependent but still not in a way that makes them subjective.
As Bender (2005, p. 84) argues, A-qualities “are not mind-indepen-
dent properties of the physical world in the sense that they are true of
objects no matter what anyone thinks or how anyone reacts, but they
may be true of those objects independently of how any particular per-
son might respond to them. So, in this sense they are not just sub-
jective reactions.” The CoAP is determined by ‘interactions’ between
A-qualities which now represent real states of affairs, situations, or
facts which cannot exist without human involvement (e.g. while heav-
iness is a property of reality, it is actualized only in relation to the abil-
ities of the agent).

C. The universal validity. This third type is based upon the “com-
mon sense argument” according to which a considerable number of
agents (e.g. from a specific group of people to the whole of mankind),
share the same aesthetic content, and thus, it could be considered as
objective and real. However, having a group of agents that share the
same claim does not preclude another group that denies this valid-
ity. This means that universal validity is based upon ‘intersubjective’
agreements, which are not the best evidence for an objective truth.
Moreover, universal validity inherently involves the problem of nor-
mativity since the whole claim is based upon aesthetic claims whose
owners consider them as true. But which of all claims is indeed valid
when we have two or more groups of agents with contradicting aes-
thetic assertions for the same external reality? In order to avoid subjec-
tivity, A-realists return to the externalist objectivist argument by say-
ing that the only assertion that is valid is that which corresponds to an
accurate perceptual content (see Cova & Pain, 2012).

In our view, A-realism has serious difficulties in modeling the
CoAP because of its direct correspondence to representational rela-
tions. Most of them concern encoding correspondence relations that
generate circularities. For instance, an A-quality can be directly per-
ceived only if the observer already knows the encoding relationship
according to which a set of NA-features correspond to harmony. This
is probably why A-realism argues that some A-qualities are there but
hidden from some observers. But such models are static and fixed
and cannot generate a genuine CoAP by themselves. There must al-
ways be someone indicating (and teaching) this encoding relation-
ship externally. So, if such direct relationships are real, the designer
should always create conventions (specific sets of NA-features) that
correspond to new A-qualities which would be perceptible only if the
observer is externally aware of the new convention. This is a circu-
lar conception of representational relations known as “encodism” (for
an extensive analysis see Bickhard, 2003a). Moreover, as we have
already mentioned in section 2.1, such an act of composition (se-
lecting the best among unlimited options of NA-features to compose
new forms of A-qualities) presupposes mind-dependent evaluative
processes through which the agent (by itself) characterizes when the

new A-quality is true or false, and corrects the error in relation to some
goal, e.g. to create a new set of A-qualities that will constitute the
movement of Cubism. But this ability violates the objective nature of
A-qualities since the A-normativity is genuinely formed by the sub-
ject and not the objective reality, while it presupposes that all agents
should be aware of the convention of Cubism in order to perceive its
A-normativity.

Such externally imposed A-normativity leads agents to act as pas-
sive receptors of an environment that already knows what is good
or bad for them. This conception violates fundamental principles of
self-directness condemning agents to non-creative encoding mecha-
nisms that perceive things as they ought to. In what remains, we sug-
gest a conception of aesthetics that while accepts the objectivity of
the external reality, it overcomes problems of A-realism providing an
alternative realistic ground to approach the metaphysical question of
whether or not reality includes aesthetics.

3. Approaching the content of aesthetic perception from a
naturalist-realist point of view

3.1. Revising the two-fold veridicality condition of the aesthetic
perceptual content

Burge (2003, 2014) from a similar realist2 standpoint, argues that
perceptual states involve contents. These contents may have an accu-
rate or inaccurate match to reality representing relations between the
agent and the world in a certain way.

In general, these contents are characterized by accuracy and truth,
which for Burge are the two main species of veridicality. According
to his claim, the formation of a representational content presupposes
veridicality conditions. A veridicality condition is a condition for be-
ing true about a subject matter. Specifically, truth is for the veridical-
ity of anticipation. Anticipations, or representational contents, are con-
ditions that can be true or false. If the condition is not fulfilled, the
content is not veridical. Anticipating, for instance, that the perceived
building-design will serve a company's needs for offices has a true
condition; a representational content that is fulfilled if the company's
needs are in fact satisfied by moving into the new building, and these
needs are not fulfilled otherwise.

In contrast, accuracy is for a veridicality that is not anticipatory.
Non-anticipatory contents also set conditions for being accurate about
subject matter. If the condition is met, the content and the associ-
ated perceptions are accurate. If the condition is not met, they are not.
However, factors which form inaccurate contents could go beyond
the abilities and the goals of the agent. A person, for instance, may
form an inaccurate perceptual content of a building-design because of
pathological (e.g. he is not wearing his glasses), or contextual (e.g.
the room is so crowded that hardly anyone has visual contact with the
building-design) reasons.

According to Burge, primitive perceptual states may have accu-
rate or inaccurate correspondence with reality but they cannot be an-
ticipatory, they cannot be true or false. However, there are kinds of
perceptions that are also representational. As Burge argues, percep-
tion is where representational mind begins. As we argue in section
3.3, this is proposed to be the cognitive level where the two-fold
veridical perceptual relation with the environment begins. It is the

2 Burge takes perceptual states to be content-bearing representational states which
is a compatible claim with aesthetic realists who argue that the aesthetic perceptual
content is related to A-qualities. However, this conception is not compatible to
direct realists, (e.g. Gibsonians) and enactivists who avoid the reference to any
form of internal representation.
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perceptual state where the CoAP is characterized by both accuracy
and truth. This is the point where the anticipatory nature of perception
could function to resolve inaccuracy (e.g. while someone is driving in
fog, he can still form anticipatory contents of his interactive relation
with the road, so as to proceed with his driving). For this reason, we
are mostly interested in investigating the veridicality conditions of an-
ticipation during the formation of the CoAP since it is a crucial evalua-
tive capacity that differentiates current conceptions of A-realism from
our view. Particularly, as we have already seen in section 2.2, while
A-realists argue for accuracy and truth, they do not accept that the true
condition is anticipatory in the sense that the agent could finally fail
to satisfy its veridicality condition. According to A-realism, when an
A-quality is perceived accurately, the agent cannot fail to represent its
normative character because the aesthetic part of the quality is also an
objective property of the world and not a condition that can be true or
false. This means that its content cannot be partly in error in the sense
that someone could accurately perceive the harmony but fail to per-
ceive the pleasure in it.

As we will explain next, the above argument for externally im-
posed normativity violates fundamental principles of the agent's au-
tonomy. When the values of good or bad are ‘engraved’ in the external
world and the only thing that agents ought to do is to form accurate
perceptions, then any conception of self-directness towards the inter-
actions that they prefer is violated. Seeing aesthetic perception from
an naturalist-realist perspective, our claim is that A-normativity natu-
rally emerges as a functional consequence of interaction. Thus, both
accuracy and truth should follow a set of conditions for being accurate
and true about a subject matter. But, more importantly, the normative
functionality of aesthetic perception presupposes that the agent's con-
tributions towards those conditions always involve the possibility of
error. Since external reality cannot be in error, the possibility of error
in aesthetic perception is a problem that concerns agency in the sense
that agents form anticipation that may be in error as well.

In this direction, the following sections attempt to provide a nat-
uralist-realist explanation of aesthetic perception based on theoretical
principles of embodied cognition and emotional theories that A-real-
ism does not take into consideration.

3.2. The normative content of aesthetic perception emerges from
self-directed behavior

According to Burge (2011), perceptions are psychological states
and the lower border of sensory representation. This capacity is based
on a normative functional background (not representational nor psy-
chological) which provides the agent the fundamental goals of self-in-
terest and self-awareness.

In short, this normative functional background involves modes of
coordination between the two functionally distinct roles of our ner-
vous system: i) the Autonomic Nervous System which is devoted to
functioning as a fine-tuned control of the physiological state of the
body during evolution, and ii) the SensoriMotor Nervous System, de-
voted to preserving global coherency or stability by modulating inter-
active processes such as attention, satisfaction and evaluation. Dur-
ing evolution, this coordination evolved into new functional struc-
tures in the human brain providing an increased capacity for functional
integration that sets the basis for the realization of a higher-order
form of cognition based in lower-order ones (see Arnellos & Moreno,
2015; Arnellos, Spyrou, & Darzentas, 2010a; Arnellos, Spyrou, &
Darzentas, 2010b; Moreno & Lasa, 2003; Moreno & Mossio, 2015).

So, before we are consciously aware of our psychological self and
the respective goals of taking care of ourselves, of understanding our

needs, what we can do with all these things around us, what we like or
what we hate about them, a vast system of unconscious psychological
states and activities are taking place which are relevant to self only in-
sofar as they bear certain relations to conscious states and occurrences
(Burge, 2011). Self-directed agents like human beings have the capac-
ity to perform high-order integrative process modulation, in this vast
network of interdependent processes, selectively shifting between al-
ternative forms of integration.

Self-directed agents may adopt certain unconscious (Freudian) at-
titudes during their perceptions similar to what Burge (2011) calls
‘points of view ‘or ‘perspectives’ and Bickhard (2000) as ‘competence,
mastery or aesthetic motivations’. These attitudes drive the agents to a
form of integration (a way to approach the situation) and enable them,
as we will see in section 3.4, to use relevant sets of criteria (or norms)
to fulfill a goal. This ability allow agents to approach a situation and
fulfil goals in it by using alternative thinking paths. Moreover, agents
can learn to modulate their (cognitive) organization in accordance to
these forms providing an extra ability; to seek in the external reality
specific kinds of aspects (indications) that are relevant (or not) to the
ongoing goal(s). For instance, during the perception of art one can ap-
proach the object from different perspectives (historical, political, in
terms of A-qualities or of the artist, etc.) that each of them enable him
to seek for indications about historical facts or about political mani-
festations or about combinations of A-qualities or about clues that de-
pict the intentions of the artists, etc., or all of them at the same time.
Self-directed agents, like human beings, can form perceptions by fol-
lowing several already known forms of integration while they can de-
velop new forms of them through learning in order to evaluate a po-
tential interaction.

Therefore, the objective world may always seem interesting to
us in new ways since it can always provide us a range of different
kinds of opportunities for interaction or interaction affordances (see
Xenakis & Arnellos, 2013, 2014) and thus new challenges when the
world is seen from alternative perspectives. Thus, for instance, a per-
ceiver can adopt a mathematical, an artistic, a professional, a social,
an ecological, etc., point of view of the same objective reality or all
of them at the same time during a goal fulfillment. However, this does
not mean that by approaching the world under a certain perspective
the engaged processes (e.g. conscious affective experiences, learning
functions, memories, beliefs, decisions, goals and intentions) are func-
tioning in such a way that could influence the objective character of
the world. For instance, the paper will still be a paper and the ‘marks’
on it will always be ‘marks’ no matter from what perspective they are
seen. However, a paper with ‘marks’ on it will never be a building-de-
sign if it is not seen, at least, under a specific perspective (a mathemat-
ical, an artistic, a professional, etc.) anticipating to fulfill a goal of the
perceiver.

As we suggest in the next section, by perceiving reality as eval-
uated ranges of opportunities for interaction following a perspective,
A-realism does not necessarily need the limited notion of ‘A-quality’
(see section 2.1) that has so far (and still) problematically explained
expressions of life related to art. In contrast, our argument is that
A-realists should share their theoretical and empirical investigations in
common descriptions that can also be investigated and explained from
different theories of different domains.

In short, we don't support the view of an inherently aesthetic ex-
ternal reality in nature and of its regulation towards A-qualities. Ad-
ditionally, we reject the idea of genuine aesthetic mental functions.
We are skeptical of how “aesthetic emotions” as unique feelings dif-
fer from any other everyday affect or emotion, as we are also skepti-
cal that even if such things as ‘aesthetic mental functions’ exist they
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are engaged solely to form a unique CoAP that corresponds only to
some unique cases of reality (i.e., the A-qualities).

3.3. Feelings and the aesthetic form of (functional) integration

For many decades, scientists thought of the brain as a stimulus–re-
sponse organ. Accordingly, learning and experience merely modulate
brain activity that is driven by sensory events in the world. In recent
years, scientists have come to realize that the brain probably does not
work this way. The convention is genuinely inverted when scientists
understand that agents do not mentally react to stimulations from the
external real world, but instead they form anticipations of it (Barrett &
Simmons, 2015). Through various forms of integration, self-directed
agents modulate their organizations in order to assign grades of nor-
mativity to environmental aspects. These grades of normativity are
the outcome of comparative evaluations and concern grades of like
and dislike, good or bad, pleasure or displeasure denoting anticipation
about future interactive states (Christensen & Hooker, 2000a, 2000b).

Damasio and Carvalho (2013) among others, suggest feelings are a
result of such an integration of unconscious psychological and physi-
ological states of the body that constitute an additional level of regu-
lation of cognitive behavior. They could constitute and function in the
lowest level of the conscious mind where the non-anticipatory percep-
tual contents (i.e., the content related to accuracy) become representa-
tional. As Damasio and Carvalho (2013) argue, feelings “directly por-
traying the advantageous or disadvantageous nature of a physiologic
situation as a ‘felt experience’ facilitates learning of the conditions re-
sponsible for homeostatic imbalances and of their respective correc-
tions, as well as anticipation of future adverse or favourable condi-
tions” (p. 143).

In our view, feelings are most likely the fundamental part of any
evaluative behavior through which agents show some preference to
the external world. This form of integration constitutes feelings about
opportunities for interaction and constitutes an aesthetic form of inte-
gration to cope with external reality: to identify, evaluate and compare
sources of interaction-success or error in a given situation (see e.g.
Brown, Gao, Tisdelle, Eickhoff, & Liotti, 2011; Xenakis, Arnellos,
& Darzentas, 2012). In general, feelings are complex functions that
serve in the realization and/or the anticipation of a behavioral out-
come, by modifying the anticipatory content of the ongoing situation
(Barrett, 2015; Duncan & Barrett, 2007; Griffiths & Scarantino, 2009;
Lindquist, Wager, Kober, Bliss-Moreau, & Barrett, 2012; Pessoa,
2008, 2016). In this sense, the term ‘aesthetic’ denotes nothing more
than a self-directed behavior that concerns a specific organization en-
abled to function according to a perspective aiming at detecting and
evaluating opportunities for interaction in the external reality. We call
such organization of processes ‘aesthetic integrations’ or ‘aesthetic be-
haviors’.

It is noted that the form of organization that yields an aesthetic be-
havior involves goal-directed (aesthetic) perceptions, the contents of
which are not products of any special or unique affective function-
ing that follows exceptional rules and kinds of normativity that dif-
fer from what scientists already know about feelings in human be-
ings. This means that the CoAP is not ‘aesthetic’ per se and mostly
it cannot be reduced to A-qualities, as A-realists suggest. In contrast,
the CoAP represents dynamic relations of agential organizations of
processes to external reality in forms of action tendency (see e.g.,
Frijda, 1987). Action tendency does not follow the stimulus–response
tradition. It concerns neuropsychological states that are derived from
the integration between feedback and predictive mechanisms. Such
neuropsychological states constitute perceptual contents that repre

sent the aesthetic relation of a self-directed agent to reality in a form
of evaluated opportunities for interaction (see Barrett, 2005; Barrett &
Bar, 2009; but also Lowe & Ziemke, 2011; Xenakis & Arnellos, 2014,
2015).

This model of aesthetic perception while accepting the objectivity
of the external reality, overcomes the problems that correspondence
models bear in the sense that agent's actions and thoughts ought to cor-
respond to pre-given values or norms. In other words, ‘aesthetic’ is
not about a feature or a quality of reality but concerns a psychological
state according to which the agent feels like it is possible (or not) to
interact with this reality (Xenakis & Arnellos, 2014). Therefore, ‘aes-
thetic’ is not something that just happens to us but in us in the sense
that it concerns a reflective situated action. Objective reality may ex-
ist separately from its perceiver, but situations do not (Barrett, 2009).
And a situation could be evaluated as special, as good, as pleasurable
only if it is anticipated to play a specific role for the agent's goals.

3.4. The development of aesthetic behavior

According to what has been claimed so far, A-normativity is the
outcome of an aesthetic behavior and of the related perception and it
is causally connected with the goals of the agent. The agent, by setting
his own goals, it does not only determine the conditions of satisfaction
according to which this content is veridical, but it also determines the
correctness criteria that specify the standards or the norms (right or
wrong ways) to fulfill these conditions.

In general, normativity provides the agent with characteristic infor-
mation about an action in forms of norm signals that denote the rela-
tion between the ongoing conditions of interaction and the conditions
of satisfaction (Christensen & Hooker, 2000a). When the agents know
the conditions of satisfaction, they might detect something in their en-
vironment and in their own selves which may initiate a procedure that
happens to be inappropriate for these conditions. This means that they
can detect the error when it happens and some higher-order sophisti-
cated agents, like human beings, can detect the error before it happens
(anticipate the error), while they could also learn from these errors.
Through learning the correctness criteria and the history of failures are
available to agents and they can better anticipate the upcoming error
when things do not go as well as expected at a given time in the in-
teraction. Expecting the error, these agents can correct themselves and
proceed towards the goal minimizing the possibilities of interaction
failures.

These cognitive agents are in a position to detect the error in re-
spect to how close or far they are from appropriate or optimal ways
of fulfillment. They form anticipation by recognizing aspects of in-
teraction in sources through which possible success or error may oc-
cur before their final contribution. In particular, cognitive agents (from
the most elementary to human beings) are differentiated by their in-
creasing ability to anticipate and evaluate their current interactive
state using feedback systems that may encompass multiple features of
the external reality anticipating multiple action possibilities in their
performance (see also Christensen & Bickhard, 2002; Christensen &
Hooker, 2000b).

In higher-order sophisticated agents like human beings, feelings
function in this way. According to Carver and Scheier (2013) in a
goal-directed interaction, affectivity (the whole underlying processes
of feeling constitution) runs automatically as a feedback process, si-
multaneously with the ongoing behavior and in parallel to it. Affects
function to compare firstly, how well the current behavior satisfies
the criteria or the standards that lead the agent to the goal state, and
secondly, to check for deviations from the criteria or the standards.
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This comparison yields a signal about a forthcoming error, which is
manifested subjectively as a feeling having a grade between a posi-
tive (pleasure) and a negative (displeasure) value. The detection and
the correction of errors during aesthetic perception would be impossi-
ble without these criteria and a knowledge of how some aspects of the
world work. As Bedford (1999) notes, not all our knowledge about the
world comes through the senses. Some of it comes through the genes
over the evolutionary history of the agent, and others might arise from
early internal developmental changes that are not dependent on envi-
ronmental inputs. It should also be noted that sophisticated agents, like
human beings, can improve their criteria through time or they could
form new ones when needed through learning. The ability to improve
and form new criteria regarding the satisfaction of a goal is a funda-
mental process for the development of the entire functionality and the
qualitative outcomes of the agent's aesthetic behavior. By reforming
the criteria and by learning to select the most suitable ones, the agent
could organize more efficient aesthetic behaviors in the sense that he
can increase his anticipatory ability and cope with even more unpre-
dicted interactive situations. Moreover, a developed aesthetic behavior
may also confirm that some perspectives are proved to be more effec-
tive than others with respect to the interactive requirements of a situa-
tion.

Thus, aesthetic behavior is not a fixed ability to cope with reality
providing fixed contents with fixed opportunities for interaction (e.g.
the perception of A-qualities). The complex organization of interde-
pendencies between goal-generation, sensory, error feedback, learn-
ing, evaluative and anticipatory sub-systems of processes shows that
is almost impossible to distinguish where feelings end and cognition
begins. Feelings and cognition not only interact strongly in the brain,
but they are quite often integrated so that they jointly contribute to
behavior (see Duncan & Barrett, 2007; Pessoa, 2008). Agents, by de-
veloping each one of the abovementioned sub-systems of processes,
they gradually develop the entire aesthetic outcome. They develop
their creativity in minimizing the possibility of error, in developing the
perspectives through which they approach the world, in creating new
forms of perspectives and thus to design totally new realities as new
indications that provide new forms of opportunities of interaction. Be-
ing aware of such creative abilities (what the agent can attain or not
in a range of situations) the agent can set new, higher-order goals that
will involve new loops of aesthetic behavior.

This perspective provides a resolution to the unresolved problem
mentioned in section 2.1, namely of ‘how an A-quality can be de-
signed or corrected’. When a designer sets as a priority the achieve-
ment of A-quality X in a concept of a building-design, it is only then
that he is in a position to be aware of the criteria under which a po-
tential action --during the design process-- is relevant to the accom-
plishment of X or deviates from it (leading to error). This presupposes
a functional relationship between some existing knowledge about X
and the processes towards the achievement of X. A designer, follow-
ing a perspective, can activate specific sorts of criteria that enable him
to modulate his processes in such forms that allow him to anticipate
that specific objective modifications in the external reality could form
specific indications of interaction relevant to X. When this anticipa-
tory relation becomes an action, the designer creates ‘marks’ of ex-
ternal reality (e.g. drawings in the paper), which, at the same time,
are anticipatively perceived by him in accordance to the achievement
of X. If the related self-defined criteria are applied as it was antici-
pated, the designer feels successful and then he can proceed to ful-
fill the next goal. If these criteria indicate an upcoming error, the
designer feels that he must regulate his processes to avoid the er-
ror. When the error finally occurs and the designer anticipates it can

be corrected, he can form a new strategy towards its correction, other-
wise he should change the criteria or his goal towards X.

This spiral process of aesthetic behavior will give him the oppor-
tunity to develop himself as a designer; to refine his executive ac-
tions (through exercise), to update the problematic criteria or to de-
velop totally new criteria. During the design process, all the actions
and ‘marks’ are objective and real but the perceptual relationship with
them is anticipatory. In this way, the definition and the accomplish-
ment of X (or every other goal) is relevant to ‘aesthetic’ comparative
perceptual evaluations and not to a fixed correspondence relationship
between reality and content that is limited to a dyadic relation of accu-
racy and inaccuracy.

This is because the attainment of a goal does not necessarily follow
simple dyadic modes of success and failure, but rather follows degrees
between them. In other words, mainly in sophisticated agents, a de-
sired end state is rarely fully attained, and this does not necessary im-
ply error. Goals, according to Carver and Scheier (2013) exist at many
levels of abstraction in which very abstract goals (e.g. sustainable
building-designs) are achieved by attaining more concrete goals (e.g.,
conserving resources) that help agents define the abstract ones. Only
lower-level goals are attained by shorter sequences of action (e.g., the
use of recycled materials) and their success or failure has actual results
that can be easily detected through perception. As Carver and Scheier
argue, all these goals, from very concrete to very abstract, can in prin-
ciple serve as reference points in self-regulatory functions like affec-
tivity. This is one more reason according to which agents ought not to
(necessarily) perceive abstract A-qualities. Not only because an ought
to relationship is against self-directness, but it is impossible to per-
ceive such abstract meanings for A-qualities in one direct interactive
step. Agents first should learn to fulfill more concrete goals in order
to be in a position to form more abstract correctness criteria that allow
them to perceive abstract meanings and conventions like A-qualities.

In parallel with Campbell (2010), we suggest that the only way
to express A-normativity in terms of ought to is not to do it as a re-
quirement but as an expression of the internal relation between achiev-
ing X and the act of designing towards X. The outcome X’ of the de-
sign process while it may not be X, it can be perceived as pleasur-
able too. Think about the example of the relation between hitting the
bulls-eye and the act of firing at it. The final achievement may provide
a pleasurable perceptual content even when the arrow does not hit the
bulls-eye as it ought to. Someone could feel the pleasure of winning or
of playing even when he fails to hit the bulls-eye that he was initially
aiming at. In other words, the pleasure that is related to a perception
of goal fulfillment is not a fixed thing that agents ought to definitely
accomplish in forms of accuracy or inaccuracy with respect to the re-
alist goal under consideration. In contrast, the pleasure that is related
to a perception of potential goal achievement is relevant to dynamic
correctness criteria that may be totally altered during the interaction,
thereby affecting the whole aesthetic experience at once.

It is clear, so far, that the pleasure we get by perceiving poten-
tial goal achievement cannot be reduced to specific arrangements of
NA-features. Thus, our failure to perceive a potential goal achieve-
ment could be a matter of inaccuracy but mostly depends on the orga-
nized behavior of the agent and the respective criteria that form such
(anticipatory) perceptual relations with the objective world. Accord-
ing to Campbell (2010), there is a disparity between what the act was,
and what this action actually accomplished. Failing to achieve X is
precisely the occurrence of error and not the error itself. The error
must be error for the agent's goals or functions and not for a possi-
ble observer (see e.g. Bickhard & Campbell, 1996; Campbell, 2010;
Heras-Escribano & Pinedo, 2015).
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This also explains why two aesthetic behaviors may have a totally
different content even though they phenomenally seem identical to an
external observer. For example, a designer and a public servant may
both feel contented about the outcome of the design process but for
totally incompatible reasons. The designer, following his professional
perspective, may feel that his building will serve needs for housing.
But the public servant, following a politician's perspective, may feel
that this building-design will perfectly promote his political ambitions.
In other words, each of the agents is engaging complex forms of inte-
gration following a complex web of priorities of goals in order to de-
tect and evaluate an opportunity for interaction. And, in some sense,
almost all of the evaluated opportunities for interaction involve an
aesthetic integration whichever they are: artistic, engineering, mathe-
matical etc.

Ginsborg (2006) argues that there is no criterion for resolving dis-
agreements about the aesthetic validity of a state of affairs. On the
contrary, as we have argued, agents take their own perceptual re-
sponses to be appropriate and therefore, to phenomenally agree or dis-
agree about the aesthetic validity of a state of affairs. Goal-directed
behavior and conditions of normativity give us the possibility to ar-
gue that there is always a realistic reason for every aesthetic response.
The normative functionality of aesthetic behavior is always based on
the conditions of satisfaction and the correctness criteria that agents
use during their interactions. Aesthetic science should systematically
seek these conditions and criteria rather than merely collecting aes-
thetic verdicts.

4. Conclusions

Following a naturalist-relist point of view, we have attempted to
provide our view on the metaphysical nature of aesthetics. According
to the proposed model, the ‘aesthetic’ denotes an integration of uncon-
scious (psychological and physiological) states of the body that consti-
tute an additional (organizational level of) regulation of cognitive be-
havior. We propose that this (implicitly psychological level of) regula-
tion forms anticipatory perceptual content in the form of feelings about
opportunities for interaction. Feelings are the fundamental part of any
evaluative perceptual behavior through which agents regulate them-
selves so as to decide (preference) to interact with the objective reality
in a way that is anticipated it will serve their dynamic goals. From this
point of view, ‘aesthetic’ is nothing more than a self-directed behavior
that concerns an organization of systems of processes that are enabled
and function according to a perspective aiming at detecting and evalu-
ating opportunities for interaction in an external reality.

While the proposed model of aesthetic behavior accepts the objec-
tivity of the external reality it also overcomes the problems that corre-
spondence models bear in the sense that agent's actions and thoughts
ought to correspond to pre-given values or norms. According to the
proposed model, ‘aesthetic’ is not about a feature or a quality of re-
ality that exists in the external world and influences our lives. The
‘aesthetic’ is rather a product of a reflective, creative, situated action
and concerns a psychological state according to which the agent feels
like it is possible (or not) to interact with this reality (see also Xenakis
& Arnellos, 2014). Therefore, the term ‘aesthetic’ does not specify a
quality of the object but rather the quality of the interactive situation
towards a goal. Thus A-normative assessments are made by intention-
ally selected, evaluative functions that take place within the organiza-
tion of the agent, having a specific role to accomplish: to inform the
whole organization to modulate its interdependences in accordance to
the most viable alternative towards the achievement of self-defined
goal states.

As a result, by arguing for A-normativity we can see two impor-
tant consequences. Firstly, aesthetic behavior should be understood as
a goal-directed organized perceptual function whose content has two
conditions to satisfy: to be true, and to be accurate. Secondly, aesthetic
behavior is open to development. The agent, by reforming the criteria
through which a goal is satisfied, and by learning to select the most
suitable of these criteria for each goal, is able to develop his aesthetic
behavior, to minimize the possibility of error, to develop the perspec-
tives through which he approaches the world, to create new perspec-
tives, and thus, finally, to design totally new realities that provide new
forms of opportunities of interaction.

In our view, agents, through their capacity for aesthetic behavior,
increase their levels of understanding, thereby directing themselves to-
wards new (goal-related) priorities. It is in this way that they imple-
ment new designs in the external reality, anticipating through these
designs to extend their ability to cope with the dynamic and complex
goals of their lives.
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