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for the forest girl

献给那个属于森林的女孩

晨光一盏茶初沸，暮色三巡步未停。
不向高堂寻妙道，担泉劈柴自惺惺。
寻常巷陌皆成境，细水流年总是情。
他日同携山水路，人间烟火亦丹青。

A single cup of tea first warms in the morning light; through three rounds of dusk our steps do not cease.
We do not seek the wondrous way in lofty halls; carrying spring water and splitting kindling, the mind

wakes of itself.
The ordinary lanes and streets all become a realm; in the slow water of the passing years it is always

love.
One day, hand in hand along the road of mountains and rivers, the smoke of an ordinary life will itself

be a painting in ink.

In gratitude to the forest girl, who loves to travel, whose perception of beauty
is uncommonly fine, and who is herself, in her living, a practice of the beautiful.



Abstract

This paper reframes the construction of a generative relational field as the proper object of an
aesthetic education of the everyday. It proceeds by a reduction chain: relational production
requires a field, a conditional environment of generative coupling; the construction of such a
field is an aesthetic rather than an engineering matter, because the appropriateness it must
achieve is state-dependent and cannot be specified by any rule; the aesthetic and the ethical are
coupled at their root, since the perception of the fitting and the perception of the good are one
perception of a field’s generative direction; and therefore the cultivation of the capacity to build
generative fields is what aesthetic education most fundamentally names. The paper establishes
a concept, relational aesthetics, on which beauty is a coupling event between subjects rather
than a property of objects or a state of subjects, and a four-step model of cultivation, percep-
tion, reception, sharing, and reproduction, shown to be the smallest form a good cycle takes
when enacted between two people, a holonomy cycle that returns to its root and not its origin.
It reconstructs the dialectic of principal and secondary contradiction into a generative form
that directs attention rather than concentrating force, in keeping with a dialectical-materialist
commitment that treats no single theory as a final rationality but assigns each its determinate
place and limit. At four points where the model’s movements carry the densest theory, the
paper sets the contending traditions of predictive processing, Buddhist and Daoist contem-
plative analysis, phenomenology, psychoanalysis, the ethics of the other, and the dialogical
and sociological accounts of the shared into adversarial comparison, resolving them not by a
synthesis that absorbs them but by a layered arrangement that assigns each its level, marks
what it can and cannot explain, and keeps the differences while finding the common ground.
An orthogonality guard separates the refinement of the sensibility from the justice of the field,
against aestheticism; an implementation-level interface specifies the observable signatures each
movement should leave, without reducing the relational to the neural; and a political economy
of the field argues that the cultivation, requiring no surplus of time or means, is available
precisely to those whose days hold no surplus, and is most needed by them. The everyday,
perceived and received and shared and renewed with a trained and unattached attention, is
shown to be where the good cycle is most needed and most possible, and its cultivation the
aesthetic education that the whole argument was for.

Keywords: relational aesthetics; aesthetic education; holonomy and the good cycle; the
construction of fields; generative dialectical materialism; the everyday.
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1. Introduction: From the Museum to the Kitchen

担水砍柴，无非妙道。

Chan saying

Aesthetic education has, for most of its history, taken place before the masterwork. One
is brought before the painting, the symphony, the poem, and one’s taste is refined by the
encounter, so that the educated person is the one who perceives finely what is finely made.
This paper proposes to move aesthetic education from the museum to the kitchen, from the
masterwork to the morning, and the proposal is not a populist gesture, a democratisation of
access to the fine, but a claim about where the work of aesthetic education most fundamentally
lies. The claim is that the deepest aesthetic education is not the refinement of taste before
objects but the cultivation of the capacity to build generative fields between people, and that
this capacity is exercised and acquired not in the exceptional encounter with the masterwork
but in the most ordinary and repetitive acts of a shared life, in the placing of a cup and the
making of a meal and the meeting of a morning’s small contingency. Why ethics should begin
from washing the dishes, why the kitchen rather than the museum should be the privileged site
of an education in beauty, is the paradox the paper exists to resolve.

The paradox is sharp because the museum and the kitchen seem to lie at opposite ends of
any scale of the aesthetic, the one the home of beauty and the other the home of drudgery,
and to locate the deepest aesthetic education in the kitchen seems either a sentimentality or
a confusion. The paper resolves the paradox by a chain of argument that the introduction
now previews, so that the reader knows the shape of the road before walking it. Relational
production, the generation of the relational subject established in the immediately preceding
work, requires a field, a conditional environment in which the generative coupling can occur and
accumulate. The construction of such a field, the paper will argue, is not an engineering matter,
because the appropriateness it must achieve is state-dependent and cannot be specified, and
so it is an aesthetic matter, a discernment of the fitting where no rule decides. The aesthetic,
pressed to its ground, discloses the ethical, the two coupled in a single perception of the field’s
generative direction. And so the cultivation of the capacity to build generative fields, which
is a cultivation of this coupled perception, is what aesthetic education most fundamentally
is. The chain runs from relational production to the field, from the field to aesthetics, from
aesthetics to ethics, and from there to aesthetic education, and its terminus is the resolution of
the paradox: the kitchen is the privileged site because the field is built there, in the ordinary
acts of the shared life, and the building of it is the aesthetic education the museum only ever
partially displayed.

The paper makes several contributions that the introduction names so that they may be
watched for. It establishes a concept, relational aesthetics, on which beauty is a coupling
event between subjects rather than a property of objects or a state of subjects, and it argues
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that this concept is required by the relational ontology the series has carried throughout. It
proposes a model, the four movements of perception, reception, sharing, and reproduction, and
it shows the model to be not a procedure laid over experience but the smallest form a good
cycle takes when enacted between two people, a holonomy cycle that returns to its root and
not its origin. It reconstructs a method, the dialectic of principal and secondary contradiction,
into a generative form that directs attention rather than concentrating force. It gathers, at
four points where the model’s movements carry the densest theory, the contending traditions
of East and West, and it shows them resolved not by a synthesis that absorbs them but by
an arrangement that keeps their differences while finding their common ground. And it faces,
rather than evading, the political charge that an aesthetics of the everyday is a doctrine for
the leisured, arguing that the cultivation it describes requires no surplus of time or means and
so is available precisely to those whose days hold no surplus, the dispossessed for whom the
difference between the generative and the deadening repetition is most consequential of all.

This paper occupies a particular place in the series it belongs to, and naming the place orients
the reader who comes to it from the earlier work. The series has proceeded largely by studying
particular fields, the conditional environments in which the good cycle is secured, each studied
for the way its conditions hold off the slide toward the bad: the field of poetry and its refusal
of closure, the field of the vow and its self-legislation, the field of yielding water, the field
of travel and its spaciousness. Each such study described a generative field and the way its
particular conditions secured generativity, and each presupposed, without naming, a capacity
to build and sustain such fields. This paper names that capacity and makes it the subject, and
in doing so it stands to the prior studies as an account of the builder to accounts of the things
built. Where the prior papers asked what a generative field is and how its conditions work, this
paper asks how a person comes to be able to build generative fields at all, and answers that
the coming-to-be-able is an aesthetic education, the cultivation of the perception and practice
and maintenance by which fields are built. The paper is therefore late in the series by design,
presupposing the studies of particular fields and gathering from them the question they share,
the question of the capacity, which only a study devoted to the capacity itself could answer.

The relation to the immediately preceding work is closer still and should be marked. That work
established relational production, the process by which the relational subject is generated,
and located it in the field of travel under the figure of spaciousness. This paper takes up
relational production where that work left it and asks what relational production requires in
general, across all fields and not only the spacious field of travel, and finds that it requires
a field, and that the building of fields is the aesthetic education the paper describes. The
move from the preceding work to this one is the move from a particular field, travel, in which
relational production was first formally established, to the general account of the field and its
construction, of which the field of travel was one spacious instance. This paper thus generalises
the preceding one, carrying relational production out of the spacious field of travel into the
dense and repetitive fields of the everyday, and showing that the capacity to build generative
fields, displayed in travel where spaciousness made it legible, is exercised and acquired in the
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unspacious everyday where most of relational production must in fact occur.

The wager of the paper is stated plainly at the outset, because everything depends on it. The
wager is that the good cycle can be built in the everyday, in the most repetitive and unspacious
life, and not only in the heightened fields of the exceptional. An aesthetic education that worked
only on the masterwork, or only in the spacious occasions of travel and ceremony, would be
an education for the hours a life mostly does not have, leaving the bulk of a life, its mornings
and repetitions and narrow rooms, uncultivated. The paper wagers that the everyday is not
the barren ground from which beauty must be imported but the very site where the generative
field is most needed and, properly understood, most buildable, and that the cultivation of the
capacity to build it there is the aesthetic education that matters most, because a life is mostly
everyday, and to make the everyday generative is to make most of a life so. The Chan saying
at the head of this introduction states the wager in four words: carrying water and chopping
firewood, the most ordinary and repetitive labour, is nothing other than the wondrous way.
The paper is the working-out of that ancient claim in the terms of relational production, the
field, and the holonomy that a good cycle accumulates, and its argument is, in the end, that the
wondrous way is indeed in the carrying of the water, if the carrying is perceived and received
and shared and renewed with the trained and unattached attention that the aesthetic education
of the everyday exists to cultivate.

2. The Generative Dialectic: Method

Before the reduction chain is set out, the paper owes an account of its method, because the
analysis that runs through every later section, the sorting of contradictions into principal and
secondary and the tracking of which aspect of a contradiction is currently dominant, is borrowed
from a dialectical tradition whose ordinary form this paper cannot simply adopt. The tradition
of contradiction-analysis is a tradition of struggle: one distinguishes the principal contradiction
in order to concentrate force upon it, identifies the dominant aspect in order to seize it, and
the whole apparatus is oriented toward overcoming, toward the resolution of a contradiction
by the victory of one side. The framework of this series is oriented otherwise. Its ethical
ground is the generative and the non-extractive, the bringing-forth that does not possess and
the nurturing that does not lord over, and a method of struggle sits uneasily with such a ground.
This section reconstructs the dialectic so that it serves the generative rather than the agonistic,
and the reconstruction is not cosmetic, because it changes what the analysis is for: not the
concentration of force to overcome, but the direction of generative attention to where a field is
failing to accumulate.

2.1 The necessity of reconstructing the dialectic

The tension between contradiction-analysis and the generative ground must be stated plainly
before it is resolved, because a resolution that did not first feel the tension would be glib.
Contradiction-analysis, in its received form, instructs one to find the principal contradiction
and resolve it, which in practice means to identify the antagonistic relation that governs a
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situation and to act so that one side of it prevails. Applied to a relational field, this would
mean identifying an antagonism within the relation and acting to make one side win, and that
is exactly what the generative ethic forbids, since the generative ethic does not seek the victory
of a side but the accumulation of the field, and a field in which one side has won is very often a
field that has stopped accumulating, a coupling reduced to a domination. The struggle-dialectic
and the generative ethic therefore pull in opposite directions at the decisive point, the point
of what the analysis is for, and a paper that used the analysis without reconstructing it would
import, under the name of method, a teleology of struggle that its own ethic rejects. The
reconstruction is thus not optional refinement but the removal of a contradiction between the
paper’s method and its ground.

2.2 Against three other dialectics

The generative dialectic should be distinguished from three other dialectical traditions it might
be confused with, because the distinctions sharpen what is proper to it. It is not the dialec-
tic that culminates in a synthesis subsuming its moments, the dialectic on which thesis and
antithesis are taken up into a higher unity that preserves and cancels them both. The gen-
erative dialectic produces no such synthesis, because its principal contradiction, between the
good cycle and the bad, is not to be resolved by a higher unity that subsumes both but by
the direction of attention to where accumulation has stalled, and the good cycle is not the
synthesis of the good and the bad but the gaining of a path that the bad merely names the
failure of. There is nothing to subsume, because the bad cycle is not a moment to be preserved
in a higher unity but a degeneration to be reversed, and the generative dialectic accordingly
aims not at synthesis but at the tending of accumulation, which subsumes nothing.

It is not, second, the negative dialectic that refuses synthesis in the name of the non-identical,
holding open the wound of contradiction against every reconciliation as a protest on behalf of
what the concept cannot capture. The generative dialectic shares the refusal of a subsuming
synthesis but not the negativity, because its refusal is not a protest against reconciliation but the
practice of a reconciliation of a different kind, the tending of a field toward accumulation, which
reconciles not by subsuming the contradiction into a concept nor by holding its wound open
against the concept but by directing generative care to where the field fails to gain. Where the
negative dialectic keeps the contradiction open as a standing reproach, the generative dialectic
works the contradiction toward the good cycle, not by closing it into a synthesis but by tending
it, which is neither the subsuming reconciliation it rejects nor the permanent negativity it
declines.

It is not, third, the dialectic of struggle that the reconstruction has already set aside, on which
the analysis serves the concentration of force to make one side prevail. The generative dialectic
retains the analysis and discards the struggle, directing attention rather than concentrating
force, tending rather than overcoming, and this is its proper character, distinct from all three:
it analyses contradictions into principal and secondary, as the struggle-dialectic does, but to
locate where care is needed and not where force is to be applied; it refuses a subsuming synthesis,
as the negative dialectic does, but to tend accumulation and not to keep a wound open; and
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it aims at reconciliation, as the synthetic dialectic does, but the reconciliation of a gaining
field and not of a concept that has subsumed its moments. The generative dialectic is thus a
fourth thing, defined by what it takes and leaves from each of the three, and its signature is
the conversion of the whole apparatus of contradiction-analysis from a logic of overcoming into
a practice of generative tending.

2.3 From the concentration of force to the direction of attention

The reconstruction turns on what it means to identify the principal contradiction. In the
struggle-dialectic, to identify the principal contradiction is to know where to concentrate force,
and the identification serves an action of overcoming. In the generative dialectic proposed
here, to identify the principal contradiction is to know where to direct generative attention,
and the identification serves not an overcoming but a tending. The principal contradiction
in a relational field is the place where the field is currently failing to accumulate, where the
holonomy is leaking or the path is turning toward the wheel, and to identify it is to know
where the work of generation is now needed, not which side to defeat. This is a different
operation with a different aim, though it uses the same analytic vocabulary. One still asks
which contradiction is principal, still asks which aspect dominates, but the asking is in service
of knowing where to bring generative care, and the answer issues not in a campaign against a
side but in an attention turned toward a place, the place where the field’s accumulation has
stalled and where, accordingly, the cultivation must be concentrated.

The generative dialectic retains the analysis of principal and secondary contradiction but
changes its purpose. To identify the principal contradiction is not to locate a side to be
defeated but to locate where the field is failing to accumulate, so that generative attention
may be directed there. The analysis serves tending rather than overcoming, the direction
of care rather than the concentration of force. Its transformations are not driven by
struggle but discerned in the field’s own evolution and met by adjustment, which is the
non-extractive, non-dominating posture the generative ethic requires, the bringing-forth
that does not possess and the nurturing that does not lord over, applied to the work of
method itself.

This changes, too, how the transformation of contradictions is understood. In the struggle-
dialectic, the principal and secondary contradictions trade places, and the dominant and sub-
ordinate aspects reverse, under the impact of force, driven by the action that concentrates
upon the principal contradiction. In the generative dialectic, these transformations are not
driven but discerned. The principal site of a field’s failure to accumulate shifts as the field’s
own state evolves, and the practitioner does not force the shift but perceives it and adjusts,
moving generative attention to wherever the accumulation has now stalled, in the way that
one tends a changing thing by following its changes rather than by imposing a change upon it.
This is the same safe historical materialism the series has held elsewhere, on which conditions
constrain without determining and change is followed rather than forced, brought here into the
conduct of the method, so that the dialectic itself is practised generatively, attending to the
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field’s evolution and adjusting to it rather than driving it toward a predetermined resolution.

2.4 Principal and secondary contradictions in the field

The analysis can now be set out as it will be used. The principal contradiction of the relational
field, the one that governs its character throughout this paper, is the contradiction between
the generation of the good cycle and the slide toward the bad, between the field’s accumulating
holonomy in the generative direction and its tendency to flatten, spin, or turn toward the
wheel. This is the master contradiction because the resolution of every other is subordinate
to it: whatever else is at issue in a field, what finally matters is whether it is accumulating or
dissipating, and the other contradictions matter as they bear on this one. Subordinate to it are
the secondary contradictions the later sections will meet: the imbalance between perception and
practice, between a partner who senses finely and acts poorly and one who acts well and senses
dully; the tension between the individual sensibility and the shared sensibility of the relation;
the orthogonality of refinement and justice; the contradiction between leisure and laboring
repetition that the political economy will press. Each is real, and each is subordinate, in the
precise sense that how it should be resolved depends on the state of the principal contradiction,
on whether the field is now sliding toward the bad or securing the good.

The methodological consequence is the one the whole paper relies on. Because the secondary
contradictions are subordinate to the principal one, and because which of them is most pressing
depends on the field’s current state, there is no standing prescription for aesthetic education, no
fixed answer to what the cultivation should now concentrate on, that holds across all fields and
all states. The principal site of work migrates as the field’s state changes. A field sliding toward
the bad has its principal site in practice, in the restoration of the gesture that re-establishes
accumulation; a field secured in the good but dulling has its principal site in perception, in
the recovery of the seeing that has gone slack; and so on through the states the later sections
will map. To know what aesthetic education should now do, one must first read the state of
the field and identify which contradiction is now principal, which is itself an exercise of the
cultivated perception the paper is about, so that the method and its object meet at this point,
the reading of the field being both the first act of the method and the first movement of the
cultivation.

One relation, three states, three sites of work

Take a single relation across three seasons. In the first, it has begun to slide: small
frictions accumulate, the partners act past one another, the field is flattening toward the
bad. The dialectical reading locates the principal site in practice, in the restoration of
the gestures that re-establish accumulation, and the advice that would help is not finer
perception of the slide, which both already feel, but the doing that arrests it. In the
second season, the slide has been arrested and the relation is secure, but it has begun to
dull: nothing is wrong, and nothing is seen, the partners moving through a smooth and
unregarded routine. Now the principal site has migrated to perception, and the same
advice that helped before, do more, act to build, would only add motion to a field that
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does not lack motion but sight; what helps now is the recovery of seeing, the half-second
that lets the dulled morning show a contingency again. In the third season, the relation
has been wounded, and defence is high; here the principal site has migrated again, to
reception, and neither more doing nor more seeing reaches it, because what is perceived
and even offered cannot get past the raised gate. One relation, three states, and three
different sites of work, none of which is the right site in the other two states. There is
no single prescription, because the principal contradiction migrates, and the whole art of
the method is the reading of which season the field is in.

2.5 The sharpest consequence: the inherited error of aesthetic education

The generative dialectic yields a verdict on the tradition of aesthetic education that the rest of
the paper will develop, and it is sharp enough to state here as the section’s edge. The tradition
has largely mistaken a secondary contradiction for the principal one. Its characteristic labour,
the cultivation of taste through the appreciation of masterworks, addresses the contradiction
between a refined and an unrefined individual sensibility, the making of a person who perceives
the beautiful finely where before he perceived it coarsely. This is a real contradiction and
its resolution a real good, but it is a secondary contradiction, the refinement of an individual
perception, and the tradition has treated it as the principal business of aesthetic education, as
though to refine the individual’s taste were the whole of the task. The principal contradiction,
on this paper’s account, is not the refinement of an individual sensibility but the generation of
the good cycle in the relational field, the building of fields that accumulate, and against this
the cultivation of individual taste is subordinate, a means at best and a distraction at worst.

The tradition of aesthetic education has largely mistaken a secondary contradiction for
the principal one. Its central labour, the refinement of individual taste through the
appreciation of masterworks, addresses the secondary contradiction between a refined
and an unrefined individual sensibility, while the principal contradiction is the generation
of the good cycle in the relational field. To treat the refinement of individual taste as
the principal business of aesthetic education is to elevate a secondary contradiction to
the place of the principal one, and it produces an education of the solitary connoisseur
in place of an education in the building of generative fields. The reorientation this paper
proposes is, in dialectical terms, the restoration of the principal contradiction to its place.

This verdict is the methodological form of the paper’s whole reorientation, and stating it
through the dialectic shows that the reorientation is not a mere change of emphasis but a
correction of which contradiction governs. The masterwork-appreciation that the tradition
placed at its centre is not condemned; it is relocated, recognised as the resolution of a secondary
contradiction and subordinated to the principal one, so that the refinement of individual taste
takes its proper place as a possible aid to the building of generative fields rather than as the
end of aesthetic education. What the paper proposes, in the language of this section, is the
restoration of the principal contradiction to its governing place, and everything that follows,
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the chain, the coupling, the four-step cultivation, is the working-out of an aesthetic education
organised around the principal contradiction the tradition mislaid, the generation of the good
cycle in the field that two people build between them.

2.6 The generative dialectic and dialectical materialism

The generative dialectic has been distinguished from the struggle-dialectic, the synthetic di-
alectic, and the negative dialectic, and it remains to state its positive relation to the dialectical
materialism that this paper, throughout, declares its allegiance to, since the reconstruction
might seem to have departed so far from the dialectic of struggle as to have left materialism
behind with it. It has not, and the relation is worth stating positively, because the generative
dialectic is not a rejection of dialectical materialism but its application to a domain the classical
applications neglected, the domain of the intimate relational field.

Dialectical materialism, in the sense the paper affirms, holds two things that the generative
dialectic preserves exactly. It holds that the real is material and developing, that what there
is is not a fixed order of things nor an unfolding of spirit but a material world in process,
whose development proceeds through the working-out of real contradictions in real conditions;
and it holds that thought must follow this development rather than legislate it, grasping the
contradictions as they really stand in their real conditions and not imposing upon them a
schema decided in advance. The generative dialectic preserves both. It takes the relational
field to be a real material structure in development, whose generativity or degeneration is a
real material process proceeding through the working-out of a real contradiction, between the
good cycle and the bad, in real conditions; and it takes the reading of which contradiction is
principal to be a following of the field’s real development rather than an imposition upon it,
the discernment of where the accumulation really stands rather than the application of a pre-
determined schema. The generative dialectic is dialectical materialism applied to the relational
field, materialist in taking the field to be real and developing and conditioned, dialectical in
grasping its development as the working-out of a real contradiction.

What the generative dialectic adds, and what required the reconstruction, is the recognition
that the contradiction proper to the relational field is not antagonistic in the way the contradic-
tions of the classical applications were. The contradiction between the good cycle and the bad
is not a contradiction between two parties one of which must defeat the other, but a contradic-
tion within a coupling between its generative and its degenerative tendency, and the resolution
proper to it is not the victory of a side but the tending of the coupling toward its generative
tendency. This is why the struggle-dialectic, appropriate to antagonistic contradictions, had
to be reconstructed for this domain, not because struggle is never the right form, but because
the contradiction of the intimate field is not of the kind that struggle resolves. A dialectical
materialism faithful to its own principle, that thought must follow the real character of the
contradiction rather than impose a schema, is required to recognize that the contradiction of
the relational field is non-antagonistic and to adopt accordingly the generative rather than the
agonistic form, and so the reconstruction is not a departure from dialectical materialism but
its faithful application, the following of the real contradiction’s real character into a generative
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form that the antagonistic form would have falsified.

This is also why the paper refuses, throughout, to crown any theory as the final rationality,
and the refusal is itself a materialist commitment rather than a sceptical reticence. To hold
that the real is material and developing is to hold that no theory framed at one moment of
the development can be its final truth, since the development exceeds any theory’s grasp of it,
and that every theory grasps a real aspect of a real process while none grasps the whole. The
layered syntheses that the paper performs at each battlefield, assigning each theory its level
and its limit, are the methodological form of this commitment, the refusal to let any account
of a real and developing process stand as its complete and final truth. The generative dialectic
is thus of a piece with the paper’s treatment of every theory it gathers: it follows the real
development rather than legislating it, grasps the real contradiction in its real character, and
refuses to any single account, including its own, the status of the final rationality, which is the
materialist dialectic practised not only as a method of analysis but as a discipline of intellectual
honesty about the limits of method itself.

3. The Ontology of the Field

The reduction chain that organises this paper begins from a claim carried over from the im-
mediately preceding work, that relational production requires a field. The companion paper
established relational production as the process by which the relational subject is generated,
and it established that this generation does not occur in a void but within a condition, an
openness it named under the figure of spaciousness. This section takes up that condition and
gives it a general form, because the chain’s first link, relational production requires a field,
needs the field to be specified before the links that follow can carry weight. What is a field,
such that relational production requires one, such that its construction will turn out to be an
aesthetic rather than an engineering matter? The answer given here is that a field is a condi-
tional environment of coupling, and the section’s work is to make that definition precise, to
distinguish it from the physical space that is only its carrier, and to relate it to the spaciousness
from which it descends without collapsing into it.

3.1 The field: a conditional environment of coupling

A field, in the sense this paper requires, is the conditional structure within which two predictive-
valuing systems can couple in the generative direction. It is not a place but a condition, or more
exactly it is the set of conditions under which the coupling that produces relational value can
occur and accumulate: the rhythm of a shared life, its atmosphere, the distribution of attention
within it, the arrangement of things insofar as that arrangement bears on whether the coupling
gains or spins. These conditions are what a field is, and they are conditions of possibility for
accumulation, not the accumulation itself and not the subjects that accumulate. A physical
space, a kitchen or a room, is a field only derivatively, as the carrier of such conditions, the
place in which the rhythm is kept and the attention distributed and the things arranged; the
space is where the field is held, but the field is the conditional structure the space carries, and
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the same space carries different fields as its conditions change, while the same field can be
carried, imperfectly, across different spaces.

A field is a conditional environment of coupling: the structure of conditions under which
two predictive-valuing systems can couple in the generative direction and accumulate
holonomy. It is not a physical space but a condition that physical space may carry;
rhythm, atmosphere, the distribution of attention, and the arrangement of things are
conditions of the field insofar as they bear on whether coupling gains or spins. The
field is therefore neither the subjects nor their accumulated value but the conditional
structure that makes their generative coupling possible, and to build a field is to shape
those conditions.

The reason the definition must be pitched at the level of conditions, and not of physical space, is
that everything in the chain depends on it, and the dependence can be stated now even though
its payoff comes later. If the field were simply physical space, its construction would indeed
be an engineering matter, since physical space can be designed, optimised, and standardised,
and the chain’s second link, that field-building is aesthetic rather than engineering, would fail
at once. It is because the field is a structure of conditions, whose appropriateness is state-
dependent and cannot be standardised, that its construction escapes engineering, and the next
section’s whole argument rests on the field being conditional in this way. The ontology is
thus not a preliminary nicety but the load-bearing specification on which the chain’s most
contested link stands or falls, and it is set out here so that the link can be argued there without
re-litigating what a field is.

The same room, and the field that is not the room

A kitchen is a kitchen, the same cabinets and the same light, and yet the field it carries
is not constant. On one evening the kitchen holds a generative field, the two moving
in a rhythm that gains, the room thick with a coupling that accumulates; on another,
after a quarrel, the identical kitchen holds a flattened field, the same cabinets and light
carrying now a silence that spins. The room has not changed; the field has, which shows
the field to be not the room but a condition the room carries, able to change while the
room stays fixed. And the converse holds: a couple who move to a new house carry the
field with them, imperfectly, the rhythm and atmosphere and distribution of attention
re-established in a different space, so that the same field, or nearly the same, is borne
by a new room. The field travels though the room cannot, and the room changes its
field though it cannot change itself, and these two ordinary facts together show what the
definition asserts, that the field is the conditional structure and the physical space only
its carrier, the two able to vary independently because they are not the same thing.

3.2 The field and the subjects it couples

A field couples subjects, and the relation between the field and the subjects it couples must
be stated carefully to avoid two errors. The first error would make the field a third thing
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alongside the two subjects, a container in which they sit, as though the conditions of coupling
existed independently of the coupling they condition. They do not. The conditions of a field
are sustained by the very coupling they make possible, in the way that the rhythm of a shared
life is kept by the partners whose sharing it conditions, so that the field is not a container prior
to its occupants but a structure they hold up by inhabiting it, a condition that is maintained
in being by what it conditions. This circularity is not vicious; it is the ordinary structure of a
sustained relation, in which the conditions of coupling and the coupling are mutually holding,
each keeping the other in existence, and it is why a field can decay when the coupling lapses
and can be rebuilt when the coupling resumes.

The second error would make the field nothing over the subjects, a mere name for their in-
teraction, with no structure of its own to be built or damaged. This too is false, because the
conditions of coupling have a structure that outruns any single interaction and shapes inter-
actions yet to come: a field whose rhythm has been established, whose atmosphere has been
tended, whose attention is well distributed, makes generative coupling easier for the next inter-
action, and a field whose conditions have been damaged makes it harder, regardless of the good
will brought to the particular moment. The field is thus real enough to be built and damaged,
to make coupling easier or harder, to be the standing result of past coupling that conditions
future coupling, while not being a thing apart from the subjects whose coupling sustains it.
It is, in the framework’s terms, the accumulated condition of a relation, the settled structure
within which the next cycle of perception, reception, sharing, and reproduction will be easier
or harder to turn, and this is exactly why its construction is the proper object of an aesthetic
education: the field is what the cultivation builds.

3.3 The field and spaciousness

The field descends from the spaciousness of the companion work but is more general than
it, and the relation should be made exact so that this paper extends rather than repeats.
Spaciousness was the openness, the room left for what is not yet determined, the condition
under which contingency could be met and the relational subject generated in the field of travel;
it was a particular condition of the field, the condition of openness, given prominence because
travel is the domain in which openness is most plainly the generative condition. The field, as
this paper defines it, is the more general structure of which spaciousness is one possible state. A
field can be open, spacious, full of room for contingency, and then spaciousness is its condition;
but a field can also be settled, dense, repetitive, with little room for the new, and such a field
is not therefore no field, but a field in a different state, whose generativity must be secured
by means other than openness. This generality is what lets the present paper move where
the companion could not, into the dense and repetitive and unspacious conditions of the most
ordinary shared life, the conditions under which there is no room to travel and the field must
accumulate by repetition rather than by openness. The field is the genus; spaciousness is one
of its states; and the cultivation this paper describes is the building of generative fields across
all their states, including the dense and repetitive ones in which spaciousness is not available
and the good cycle must be turned in the narrow room that the everyday affords.
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3.4 The depth of a field

A field has not only a direction, whether it gains or flattens, but a depth, and introducing
the notion completes the ontology in a way the later sections will draw on. The depth of a
field is the magnitude of the accumulation it can sustain, the difference between a shallow field
that gains a little and a deep one that gains greatly, between a coupling that accumulates
a thin holonomy and one that accumulates a thick one. Two fields may both be generative,
both gaining rather than flattening, and yet differ in depth, the one a pleasant and slight
accumulation, the other a profound one, and the difference is not in the direction, which is the
same, but in the magnitude, the depth of the gain. This is why a relation can be good, genuinely
accumulating, and yet shallow, and why the deepening of a field is a distinct achievement from
the establishing of its generative direction; one first builds a field that gains, and then, over
time, deepens the gain, the cultivation of maintenance being in large part the deepening of a
field already generative, the thickening of an accumulation already underway.

The depth of a field is built by time and by the four-step cycle turned many times, and this
connects the ontology to the account of reproduction. A field deepens as its cycle is turned,
each turn that gains adding to the depth, so that the deep field is the one whose cycle has
been turned many times well, the accumulation thickened by long good repetition. This is why
depth cannot be rushed and why the deep field is characteristically the long one, the relation
that has accumulated over years of good cycles, its depth the sediment of a thousand small
gains. It is also why the loss of a deep field is felt as a greater loss than the loss of a shallow
one, since what is lost is not only a present accumulation but the depth built by all the past
cycles that thickened it, the long accumulation that cannot be quickly rebuilt because it was
the work of long repetition. The depth of a field is thus the dimension along which the temporal
achievement of maintenance registers, the thickness of accumulation that long good repetition
builds, and the ontology must include it because the cultivation aims not only at the generative
direction of a field but at its depth, not only at building a field that gains but at deepening
the gain over the time that a shared life affords.

4. The Construction of a Field Is Not an Engineering Problem

This is the hardest link in the chain and the one on which the move to aesthetics depends. The
field has been defined as a conditional environment of coupling, and the claim now to be argued
is that the construction of such a field is an aesthetic and not an engineering matter. The claim
is contested because it appears to deny something obvious, that conditions can be designed,
that a person can arrange rhythm and atmosphere and the placement of things deliberately
and skilfully, which sounds like exactly the sort of optimisation engineering performs. The
section’s task is to show why this appearance misleads, what it is about the construction of a
field that escapes the engineering it superficially resembles, and it will do so by isolating the
feature of field-building that no engineering can capture, the state-dependent appropriateness
that cannot be standardised, and then by meeting the strongest objection, the one that points
to architecture and design as disciplines that are at once engineering and aesthetic.
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4.1 The nature and the requirements of engineering

To argue that field-building is not engineering, one must say what engineering is, sharply enough
that the contrast is real and not a caricature. Engineering, in the sense relevant here, is the
discipline that solves problems by means that are repeatable, standardisable, and separable
into ends and means. Its characteristic achievement is the specification: a procedure, a design,
a set of parameters that, applied to a recurring type of situation, reliably produces a desired
type of outcome, and that can be transmitted, taught, and applied by another without the
transmitter present. An engineering solution to a problem of rhythm or arrangement would be
a specification of the right rhythm, the right arrangement, the right distribution of attention,
such that following the specification would build the field, as following a blueprint builds the
bridge. The power of engineering lies exactly in this separability and repeatability: the bridge
does not need the engineer to have a relationship with the river, and the specification works
the same for every river of the relevant type. Engineering succeeds where the appropriate is
a property of the type of situation, capturable in a rule that applies to all situations of that
type.

4.2 The state-dependence that escapes specification

Field-building is not like this, and the reason is the state-dependence of appropriateness estab-
lished in the section on the coupling mechanism. The appropriateness of a gesture, a rhythm,
an arrangement is not a property of the type of situation but of its effect on the holonomy
of this field in this state, and the same gesture that builds the field in one state flattens it in
another. There is no specification of the right placement of a thing, because the right placement
depends on the state of the coupling it enters, and the state of the coupling is not a parameter
that can be read off and fed into a procedure but a condition that must be perceived, freshly, in
the concrete. What would be appropriate this evening, given how the day has gone, given the
particular weather between the two, is not derivable from a rule about evenings, because the
rule about evenings cannot contain the state of this evening’s field, and the state is precisely
what determines the appropriate. Engineering requires that the appropriate be a property of
the type; field-building confronts an appropriate that is a property of the token, the particular
field in its particular state, and a property of the token is exactly what no specification over
types can reach.

Field-building escapes engineering because the appropriateness it must achieve is state-
dependent and cannot be standardised. Engineering solves problems by specifications
that apply to types of situation; the appropriateness of a field-building act is a property
not of the type but of the act’s effect on the holonomy of this field in this state, and the
same act builds the field in one state and flattens it in another. No specification over
types can capture a property of tokens, and so no engineering procedure can determine
the appropriate placement, rhythm, or arrangement. What determines it can only be
perceived in the concrete, by a sensibility resolved upon the state of the field, which is to
say that field-building requires the very perceptual discrimination that distinguishes the
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aesthetic.

This is the argument’s core, and it can be stated as a general principle that the rest of the
section will defend and qualify.

The dinner that an optimiser would get wrong

Imagine an engineer of the shared evening, equipped with the best specification a study of
evenings could yield: the optimal time to eat, the arrangement of the table that maximises
ease, the rhythm of conversation that the data show to be most satisfying, the lighting
calibrated to the mood that surveys report as ideal. Apply the specification faithfully,
evening after evening, and it will sometimes build the field and sometimes flatten it, and
the specification cannot tell which, because what it cannot contain is the state of this
evening. Tonight one of the two needs the meal early and quiet, the day having emptied
her, and the specification’s ideal rhythm of lively conversation is exactly wrong; another
night the same liveliness is exactly right, the day having left them both with more to say
than the evening can hold. The optimal lighting deflates an evening that wanted dimness
for a grief being carried and lifts one that wanted brightness for a thing to celebrate.
No refinement of the specification reaches this, because the specification is over types of
evening and the appropriateness is a property of this evening’s state, which the partners
must perceive and the optimiser cannot encode. The engineer of the evening fails not
because his specification is too coarse but because the thing he is trying to specify is not
the kind of thing a specification can reach, a property of the token and not the type.

Wherever appropriateness cannot be exhausted by rules and can only be discerned by a trained
perception of the concrete, the domain is aesthetic in the broad sense the genealogy recovered,
the sense in which taste was a discernment of the fitting where no rule applies. Field-building
is such a domain, because its appropriateness is state-dependent, and so field-building is aes-
thetic in this broad sense, not because it produces pretty results but because the discernment
it requires is the discernment of the fitting where no rule decides, which is what aesthetic
perception, at its root, has always been. The move from the field to aesthetics is therefore not
an analogy or an ornament; it is the recognition that field-building has the formal mark of the
aesthetic, the irreducibility of its appropriateness to rule.

4.3 The strongest objection: architecture and design

The strongest objection points to disciplines that seem to be engineering and aesthetic at
once. Architecture and design build conditional environments, arrange space and rhythm and
atmosphere, and do so with a body of transmissible knowledge, patterns and principles and
standards, that looks like engineering, while also exercising and demanding aesthetic judgement.
If these disciplines combine engineering and aesthetics in the building of environments, then
perhaps field-building is likewise a hybrid, partly specifiable and partly discerned, and the claim
that it is aesthetic rather than engineering is overstated. The objection deserves to be met at
its strongest, and meeting it requires looking at what the best reflection within these disciplines
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has itself said about the limits of specification, because the answer is not that architecture is
merely engineering after all, but that architecture, rightly understood, has confronted the same
irreducibility this paper describes and has named it.

The most searching account of design within the tradition arrived precisely at a quality that its
own patterns could not specify, a quality without a name that the patterns could point toward
and prepare for but never guarantee (Alexander, 1979), present in the buildings and places
that are alive and absent from those that are dead, and recognisable only to a perception that
the patterns could train but not replace. The reason the quality is nameless repays attention,
because it is the same reason field-building escapes engineering. The quality is nameless not
because no word has yet been found for it but because it is not a property of the kind that
words for properties name; it is not symmetry or proportion or any feature a building has in
itself, since a building can have all the nameable virtues and be dead, and another can lack
them and be alive. What the quality tracks is whether the place is alive, whether it accumulates
rather than merely sits, whether being in it gains or flattens, and this is a feature of the relation
between the place and those who live in it, in the same way that appropriateness is a feature
of the relation between a gesture and the field it enters. The quality is nameless because it
is relational and state-dependent, because it cannot be read off the building any more than
appropriateness can be read off the gesture, and the deepest design thought reached this and
named the namelessness rather than pretending to a specification it could not have.

The patterns, on this account, are not specifications that produce the quality; they are aids
to a perception that must still discern, in the concrete case, whether the quality is present,
and they work by cultivating that perception rather than by substituting for it. This is not
the refutation of the present claim but its confirmation from within the discipline that seemed
to threaten it. The deepest design thought reached the same conclusion the present section
argues, that the appropriateness of a built environment cannot be specified and can only be
discerned, that the transmissible knowledge of patterns serves to train a perception rather than
to replace it, and that the quality the building must have is nameless precisely because it is not
a property capturable in a rule. Architecture does not show that field-building is engineering.
It shows that the building of living environments, pursued to its depth, becomes the cultivation
of a perception of the unspecifiable fitting, which is what this paper says field-building is. The
convergence is striking and worth marking: a tradition that set out to specify the building of
good places, equipped with every tool of design, arrived by its own most rigorous path at the
namelessness of the quality that matters, which is the same namelessness this paper finds in
appropriateness, reached from the other side. Two disciplines, design and the philosophy of
intimacy, pressing toward the conditions of a living environment, meet at the same recognition,
that the quality of a place or a field is relational, state-dependent, and discernible only by a
trained perception, never specifiable in advance.

4.4 The transmissible and the discerned

The architecture objection, met, yields a refinement the account needs, concerning what can
and cannot be transmitted in the cultivation of field-building. It is not that nothing about
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field-building can be taught, that there are no patterns, no transmissible knowledge, no aids
to perception; there are, and the four-step model and its practices are themselves such aids.
The claim is narrower and exact: what can be transmitted are aids to a perception that must
still discern the concrete case, and what cannot be transmitted is the discernment itself, the
perceiving of whether this field in this state is being built or flattened, which no aid can perform
on the perceiver’s behalf. This is the structure of every aesthetic cultivation, and it is why
such cultivation is an education and not an instruction, a raising of a perceptual power by
exercise rather than a transmission of a code by telling. The patterns prepare the perception;
the perception does the discerning; and the gap between the prepared and the discerned is the
gap between engineering and aesthetics, the gap that the state-dependence of appropriateness
opens and that no quantity of transmissible knowledge can close. Field-building, then, has
exactly the structure the rest of the paper requires: it is cultivable, since perception can be
trained, and it is not specifiable, since the trained perception must still discern the token, and
a capacity that is cultivable but not specifiable is the proper object of an aesthetic education,
which is the name for the cultivation of a discerning perception of the fitting where no rule
decides.

5. The Pattern and the Nameless Quality: A Design-Theoretic Support

The previous section met the architecture objection by showing that the deepest design thought
arrived at the namelessness of the quality that matters, which confirmed rather than threatened
the claim that field-building escapes engineering. This section develops the support, because
the design tradition offers more than a confirming conclusion; it offers a worked model of how a
perception of the unspecifiable can nonetheless be cultivated, transmitted, and disciplined, and
that model is directly useful to a paper whose central difficulty is how to cultivate a perception
that no rule can capture. The pattern language is the relevant achievement, and it is worth
examining as a model for aesthetic education rather than merely citing as an ally.

5.1 Patterns: aids to perception, not specifications

A pattern, in the design sense, is not a specification that produces a result but a recurrent
relation between a problem and a resolution in a context (Alexander et al., 1977), stated
generally enough to be applied and loosely enough to require judgement in the applying. The
pattern does not tell the builder exactly what to do; it directs attention to a recurrent structure
and leaves the builder to discern how, in this context, the structure should be realised. This
is precisely the relation between an aid to perception and the perception it aids, and it solves
a problem that the present paper faces acutely. The paper has insisted that the appropriate
cannot be specified, that field-building requires a trained perception and not a rulebook, and
this insistence threatens to leave the cultivation of the perception mysterious, as though nothing
could be said to aid it. The pattern language shows that this does not follow, that a great
deal can be said in aid of a perception without any of it amounting to a specification of what
the perception must discern. Patterns aid the perception of the nameless quality by directing
attention to the recurrent structures in which it tends to appear, without ever specifying the
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quality itself, which remains to be discerned in the concrete case. They are, in the paper’s
terms, a transmissible knowledge that trains an untransmissible perception, and they model
exactly what the four-step practices aspire to be.

5.2 The discipline of a perception that no rule captures

The design tradition offers a second lesson, concerning how a perception that no rule captures
can nonetheless be disciplined, held to a standard, kept from collapsing into mere subjective
preference. The worry is natural: if the appropriate cannot be specified and must be discerned,
what distinguishes a discernment from a whim, a trained perception of the fitting from an
untrained assertion of the preferred? The design tradition answers by the test of life, the
question whether the result is alive, whether the place generates or deadens, and this test,
though it cannot be reduced to a rule, is not subjective, because whether a place is alive is
something competent perceivers converge on, something the place either does or does not do
to those who inhabit it. The discipline of the perception is the test of life, and it is a discipline
without a rule, an answerability to whether the thing generates that holds the perception to a
standard while specifying nothing. This is exactly the discipline the paper’s sensibility needs,
the answerability of the perception of appropriateness to whether the field actually accumulates,
a test that disciplines without specifying, that distinguishes the trained discernment from the
mere preference by the question whether the field it builds gains or flattens. The design
tradition, having faced the same worry about the same kind of perception, supplies the model
of a discipline that the paper’s account requires, the holding of an unspecifiable perception to
the standard of whether what it builds is alive.

The convergence can be pressed one step further, to the point where the design tradition’s
central term and the paper’s central term illuminate one another. The quality without a name
was characterised, in the design thought, as the quality of being alive, and aliveness was glossed
in terms the paper can recognise: a place is alive when it is whole, when its parts cooperate
to a self-sustaining vitality, when being in it makes one more alive rather than less, and dead
when its parts war or when being in it drains rather than feeds. This gloss of aliveness, as
a self-sustaining vitality that feeds rather than drains, is recognisably the good cycle in the
framework’s terms, the field that accumulates rather than flattens, that returns to its root
raised rather than closing on its origin. The nameless quality of the design tradition and
the holonomy of the present framework are, the convergence suggests, two approaches to one
thing, the self-sustaining gain of a living environment, named once for how it shows itself
to the perception of a builder and once for how it stands in the dynamics of a field. The
design tradition could name the quality only by its absence of a name, because it lacked the
dynamical vocabulary that would let it say what aliveness is; the present framework supplies
that vocabulary, the holonomy that a good cycle accumulates, and so can say what the nameless
quality is, the perceptible signature of a field that gains. The two traditions, meeting at the
building of living environments, complete one another: the design tradition’s long and careful
description of the nameless quality gives the framework’s holonomy a rich phenomenology, an
account of how the gain of a field shows itself to perception, and the framework’s holonomy
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gives the design tradition’s nameless quality a name at last, not a name that specifies it, which
remains impossible, but a name that says what kind of thing it is, the accumulation of a path
that returns to its root raised.

5.3 The convergence and its significance

That two disciplines as distant as architectural design and the philosophy of intimacy converge
on the same structure, an unspecifiable quality, perceptible but not codifiable, cultivated by
aids that train rather than replace the perception, and disciplined by the test of whether the
result is alive, is itself significant, and the section closes on the significance. The convergence is
evidence that the structure is not an artefact of either field’s peculiarities but a feature of the
building of living environments as such, whether the environment is a building or a relational
field. Both are conditional environments; both are alive or dead according to whether they
generate; both are built by a perception of the unspecifiable fitting that aids can train but not
replace; and both discipline that perception by the test of life. The philosophy of intimacy
thus finds, in the most rigorous design thought, not merely an ally but a sister discipline that
has independently mapped the same terrain, and the map drawn there, of patterns that aid
perception and the test of life that disciplines it, transfers directly to the cultivation of the
capacity to build generative fields, which is the cultivation this paper is about. The kitchen
and the building turn out to pose the same problem, the building of a living environment by a
perception no rule can capture, and the long labour of design thought to map that problem is
available, transposed, to the aesthetic education of the everyday.

5.4 The limit of the analogy

The analogy with design must be bounded, however, because it can mislead if pressed past the
point where the two disciplines diverge, and naming the divergence sharpens what is proper to
the field of intimacy. The building is, for all its life, a passive environment; it does not perceive
the one who builds it, does not answer his placement of a wall with a placement of its own, does
not co-constitute the field that the two of them build. The relational field is otherwise, because
its material is a second perceiving subject who builds the field as much as the first does, who
answers each gesture with a gesture, who co-constitutes the very environment the first is trying
to build. This is the decisive divergence: the architect builds for inhabitants whose perception
he anticipates but who do not build the building back, whereas the field-builder builds with a
partner who builds the field back, so that the relational field is built by two perceptions and
not one, two responsivenesses meeting and co-constituting the environment that neither builds
alone. The design analogy holds for everything that concerns the unspecifiable quality, the
perception that no rule captures, the test of life, the patterns that aid without replacing; it
breaks exactly where the relational field’s second subject enters, the partner who is not the
passive material of the field but its co-builder.

This divergence is not a weakness of the analogy but the mark of where the field of intimacy
exceeds even its closest sister discipline, and it returns the account, as everything in the paper
returns, to the irreducibly relational. The building of a relational field is harder than the
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building of any passive environment, however alive, because its material answers, because the
field is co-constituted by a second perception that the first cannot control and must instead
couple with, and because the quality the field-builder seeks is not a quality the field has in
itself, as a building has its aliveness, but a quality of the coupling between two who build it
together. The design tradition mapped the building of living environments as far as a passive
environment can be living; the field of intimacy takes up the map where the environment
becomes a second subject, and the aesthetic education of the everyday is, in the end, the
cultivation of a perception that builds not a living place but a living coupling, with a partner
who is building it too. The sister discipline takes the account to the threshold; the threshold
is where the second subject enters, and beyond it the field of intimacy goes alone, into the
building of a living environment that builds itself back, which no design tradition, however
deep, has had to map.

6. The Genealogy of the Aesthetic Grounding of Ethics

兴于诗，立于礼，成于乐。

Analects

The reduction chain reaches, at its third link, a claim that is easy to state and easy to mistake
for a stipulation. The construction of a field, the chain says, is an aesthetic matter; the aesthetic
and the ethical are coupled at their root; therefore the cultivation of the field-building capacity
is an aesthetic education that is at the same time an ethical one. The danger is that this
coupling, the joint of aesthetic and ethical on which the whole chain turns, will look like
something the paper has simply defined into being, by christening a single sensibility that
judges both the appropriate and the good and then announcing that the two are therefore one.
A coupling asserted by definition is worth nothing, since one may define as one pleases and the
world is not obliged to agree. This section exists to show that the coupling is not the paper’s
invention. It is a recognition that a long line of thinkers, working in different centuries, idioms,
and traditions, have arrived at independently and from opposite directions, the recognition
that when ethics is pressed to its ground it discovers aesthetics beneath it, that value is in the
first place perceived rather than inferred, and that the appropriate overflows every rule that
would contain it. The paper’s own contribution, set out after the witnesses, is not the coupling
but a mechanism for it; the coupling itself is an inheritance, and the genealogy is the proof of
inheritance.

6.1 Confucius: the person is completed in the aesthetic

The oldest witness is also the most direct, and it belongs to the roots this series has drawn
on throughout. The formation of a person, the Analects says, is begun in poetry, established
in rite, and completed in music (Confucius, 1979): the sequence does not end in knowledge
or in action but in an aesthetic accomplishment, and the completion is not decorative but
constitutive, the final forming of the ethical person in and as a refinement of feeling. The
tradition that follows does not treat this as a metaphor. Music, in the rite-and-music teaching,
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is the means by which the dispositions are tuned, by which a person and a people are brought
into accord, so that the cultivation of feeling and the cultivation of virtue are one undertaking
carried out in one medium. What is striking, set against the later Western quarrels the section
will reach, is that this tradition never had to discover the coupling of the aesthetic and the
ethical, because it never divided them; the good and the beautiful were given together, and
the labour was not to join them but to keep them joined. The Confucian witness therefore
stands at the head of the genealogy not as the first to argue the coupling but as the tradition
for which the coupling was never in question, the place from which the later discoveries look
like the recovery of something that had been forgotten.

6.2 Schiller: the moral problem is first an aesthetic one

The founding modern witness made the coupling into a programme. Confronting the political
and moral wreckage of his age, he argued that the way to the moral condition does not run
directly through the moral, that one cannot make people good by commanding goodness or by
perfecting their reason, because a humanity split between sensuous compulsion and rational
compulsion is incapable of the freedom that morality requires (Schiller, 1795). The route to
the moral runs through the aesthetic, because it is beauty, and the play it awakens, that
releases the person from both compulsions at once and restores the wholeness in which moral
agency becomes possible. The moral problem, on this account, must first be solved as an
aesthetic problem, which is precisely the direction of reduction this paper follows. The witness
is founding because it is the first to say, as a thesis and not an aside, that aesthetic education
is not one province of education among others but the condition of the ethical, the cultivation
without which the ethical cannot be reached. Where this paper parts from it is marked and
not hidden: the founding account locates the reconciliation within the individual, the play that
unifies one person’s faculties, whereas the field-building this paper describes is relational from
the start, the aesthetic that grounds the ethical between subjects and not within one. The
genealogy takes the thesis and relocates its site, from the single psyche to the coupling.

6.3 Wittgenstein: ethics and aesthetics are one

The sharpest witness is a single line, and its sharpness is worth the section’s care. Ethics and
aesthetics are one, the early work says (Wittgenstein, 1922), and the unity is not a slogan
but a consequence of the work’s deepest commitment, that value does not lie within the world
among the facts and so cannot be stated in propositions that picture facts. Both the ethical
and the aesthetic belong to what cannot be said but only shown, to the domain of how the
world is regarded rather than what is the case within it, and they are one because they are
the same standing-outside-the-facts, the same way of looking upon the world as a whole rather
than describing its contents. This is the most exact possible statement of the joint this paper
needs, and from an unexpected quarter, since it arrives not from a philosophy of feeling but
from the most austere logic. What it gives the genealogy is the claim that appropriateness, the
thing the field-builder must perceive, cannot be captured in propositions and rules precisely
because it shares its nature with value as such, which is shown and not said. The line is the
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genealogy’s keenest blade because it makes the coupling not a psychological observation about
how the good and the beautiful happen to feel alike, but a structural claim about where both
lie, outside the sayable, in the showing.

6.4 Scheler: value is felt before it is reasoned

If the previous witness placed value outside the sayable, the next says how it is nonetheless
apprehended, and the answer feeds directly into this paper’s account of perception. Moral value,
on this witness’s account, is not concluded from premises but felt, grasped in a feeling-of-value
that is a mode of perception in its own right, prior to and independent of intellectual inference;
there is an ordering of values given to the heart that the understanding does not establish but
discovers (Scheler, 1913). This is the philosophical charter for the claim, central to this paper’s
coupling, that the sensibility which perceives appropriateness is the same one that perceives
the good, because on this account the good is in the first place something perceived, a value felt
in an act of value-perception rather than derived in an act of reasoning. The witness matters
most to the section on perception, where the seeing of the field’s appropriateness is described,
because it establishes, independently of this paper, that value-apprehension is perceptual at
its root, that to know the good is first to feel it as one feels a quality, and so that a sensibility
trained to perceive appropriateness is not metaphorically but literally a moral organ. The
coupling, on this witness, is grounded in the structure of value-apprehension itself: the good is
felt, and what feels it is a perception, and a perception refined upon the appropriate is thereby
refined upon the good.

6.5 Gadamer: taste was a moral power before it was an aesthetic one

The next witness recovers a history that the section’s own key term has half-forgotten. Before
taste was narrowed into a category of art appreciation, it named a power of the common sense,
a capacity of judgement that found the right and fitting in matters where no rule could be
applied, a moral and social discernment of what is appropriate to a situation (Gadamer, 1960).
Judgement of this kind, the capacity to see what fits where no rule determines the fitting, was
understood as continuous with moral judgement and not separate from it, and the narrowing by
which taste became a purely aesthetic affair, severed from the discernment of the appropriate
in conduct, is diagnosed by this witness as a loss, a forgetting of taste’s original breadth. The
relevance to this paper is exact and double. The recovered concept of taste, the discernment of
the fitting where no rule applies, is almost word for word the appropriateness this paper says
the field-builder must perceive and the engineering account cannot capture; and the diagnosis
of taste’s narrowing tells this paper that to return aesthetic education to ethics is not an
innovation but a restoration, the undoing of a forgetting. The witness thus gives the genealogy
its sense of recovery: the coupling the paper asserts was once common knowledge, lodged in
the very word taste, and was lost when aesthetics was sealed off as a domain of its own.
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6.6 Williams and Murdoch: the analytic recovery of perception over theory

The genealogy’s final witnesses come from within the analytic tradition itself, which mat-
ters because they show the recognition is not the property of one philosophical school but is
reached, independently, even by those least disposed to mysticism about value. The first of
them mounted a sustained case against the ambition of moral theory, the project of captur-
ing ethical life in principles and decision procedures, arguing that this ambition mistakes the
nature of ethical life, which depends on perceptions and judgements in the concrete situation
that no theory can anticipate or replace, so that the very drive to a moral theory is a kind
of error (Williams, 1985). This is direct analytic support for the link in this paper’s chain
that says appropriateness cannot be reduced to rules, and it arrives from the tradition most
committed to rules and arguments, which is why it carries the weight it does. The second of
these witnesses gave the recognition its most beautiful form, making attention the centre of
the moral life: to act well is first to see well, to attend to the other and the situation justly
and without the self’s distorting interference, and this just attention is described in frankly
aesthetic terms, modelled on the selfless looking that art demands (Murdoch, 1970), so that
the moral gaze and the aesthetic gaze are shown to be one kind of seeing. This last witness
is the most direct ancestor of this paper’s claim that the perception of the field is at once
aesthetic and moral, since it says, as plainly as the paper could wish, that to see justly is the
moral act and that such seeing is of a piece with the contemplation of beauty. With these
two the genealogy reaches the present, having shown the coupling recognised across the whole
breadth of philosophy, from the oldest Eastern teaching to the most recent analytic ethics, by
thinkers who shared almost nothing except this.

6.7 The dissenting witness and the danger it marks

The genealogy would be dishonest if it gathered only the witnesses who support the coupling
and suppressed the one who turns it against the paper’s purpose, and the suppressed witness
is instructive enough to be admitted. There is a line of thought that affirms the coupling of
the aesthetic and the ethical and draws from it exactly the opposite of what this paper draws,
that takes the priority of the aesthetic to mean the subordination of the ethical to it, the
justification of life as an aesthetic phenomenon in which the demands of justice are dissolved
into the demands of beauty, the strong and the beautiful released from a morality recast as
the resentment of the weak. This witness agrees that ethics finds aesthetics at its bottom and
concludes that ethics is therefore to be overcome in the name of the aesthetic, that the fine life
is beyond the categories of the good and the just, that beauty is the highest value and answers
to nothing above it. The genealogy must admit this witness because it shares the premise the
genealogy draws on, the priority of the aesthetic, while drawing from it a conclusion the paper
must refuse, and the refusal is not a matter of preferring the agreeable witnesses but of showing
that the dissenting conclusion does not follow from the shared premise.

It does not follow, and the orthogonality the next section establishes is exactly why. The
dissenting witness moves from the priority of the aesthetic to the supremacy of the aesthetic,
from the claim that value is perceived before it is reasoned to the claim that the perception of
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beauty is the whole of value and the just a mere constraint to be transcended. But the priority
of the aesthetic, as this paper understands it, is the priority of one perception, the perception
of the field’s generative direction, and that perception, the orthogonality will show, is silent
on justice, on who is rendered fuel for the accumulation it perceives. To make the aesthetic
supreme, to release the beautiful life from the demands of justice, is precisely to commit the
error the orthogonality guards against, the elevation of the perception of accumulation over
the question of who pays for it, the aestheticism that the exquisite cruelty exemplifies. The
dissenting witness is therefore not a counter-authority that the genealogy must defeat but an
illustration of the danger the whole paper is built to meet, the danger that the real coupling
of the aesthetic and the ethical, misunderstood as the supremacy of the aesthetic, licenses the
fine and the unjust. The genealogy includes the dissenter to mark this danger at its source,
and to show that the paper’s coupling, bounded by the orthogonality, yields the opposite of
the dissenter’s conclusion: not the transcendence of justice by beauty but the insistence that
beauty, even the deepest relational beauty, is necessary and not sufficient for the good, and
that the perception which finds the appropriate must be joined by the separate regard that
asks who is consumed.

6.8 The disagreements among the witnesses

Before the convergence is claimed it must be made honest, because the witnesses disagree about
almost everything except the one thing the genealogy draws from them, and a convergence
asserted over suppressed disagreement would be worth no more than a stipulation. They
disagree about the nature of value: for one it is felt in an objective order given to the heart, for
another it is shown and cannot be said at all, for another it is recovered as a social judgement
sedimented in a tradition, for another it is the selfless attention that art teaches. They disagree
about method: the austere logician and the phenomenologist of value and the analytic critic
of theory would each find the others’ procedures suspect, and the Confucian completion of the
person in music belongs to a form of life the modern witnesses do not share and might not
recognise. They disagree about whether there is a moral knowledge at all, about whether value
is in the world or in the regard brought to it, about nearly every question a philosophy of value
can raise. The genealogy does not paper over this. It claims convergence on one point only,
and the value of the convergence depends on its being convergence from genuinely different
places, since a point reached independently by thinkers who agree on nothing else is far better
evidenced than a point on which a single school insists. The disagreement is not the genealogy’s
embarrassment but its strength: that so many, sharing no method and no metaphysics, were
nonetheless driven to the same recognition about value and rules is precisely what makes the
recognition hard to dismiss as the artefact of one school’s commitments.

This is the method of the series applied to the genealogy itself, the seeking of common ground
while the differences are kept. The differences among the witnesses are kept, named rather than
dissolved, and the common ground is sought within them, the one recognition they share across
everything that divides them. To force them into a single doctrine would be to reduce the many
to one in exactly the way the paper has refused throughout; to leave them merely juxtaposed,
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a list of opinions about value, would be to miss the convergence that is the genealogy’s whole
point. The genealogy holds the two together, the kept differences and the sought common
ground, and what it finds in the common ground is set out next.

6.9 The limit of each witness, and the critiques they have drawn

The genealogy gathers the witnesses for the one recognition they share, but it would flatter them
to present each as simply correct, and the dialectical-materialist commitment that governs this
paper requires that each be given its limit and that the critiques each has drawn be registered,
since a recognition is better held when one knows the failures of those who reached it. The
witnesses are connected not only by their shared recognition but by a shared liability, the
liability of taking the priority of perceived value to license an inattention to the material and
political conditions under which perception is formed, and this liability takes a specific form in
each.

The Confucian completion of the person in music has drawn the critique that its harmony is
the harmony of a hierarchical order, that the rite-and-music tradition tuned the dispositions
to a settled social arrangement and called the tuning virtue, so that its seamless union of the
beautiful and the good can sanctify a domination as easily as a flourishing. The critique is just
to this extent, that the tradition did not by itself supply the orthogonality that distinguishes
a generative concord from a beautiful subjection, and the paper supplies what the tradition
lacked, the question of who is rendered fuel for the harmony, which the rite-and-music tradition
did not systematically raise. Schiller has drawn the critique of an aestheticism avant la lettre,
that his aesthetic state, by reconciling the faculties in play, risks a withdrawal from the political
struggle whose conditions it claims to prepare, a beautiful soul cultivated while the unjust order
stands; and the critique bites against any reading of aesthetic education, including this paper’s,
that would let the cultivation of the field substitute for the change of the conditions, which is
why the political economy of the field was necessary. Wittgenstein’s identification of ethics and
aesthetics, placing both outside the sayable, has drawn the critique that it removes value from
rational discussion altogether, consigning the good and the beautiful to a showing that cannot
be argued, and the paper parts from him exactly here, supplying the mechanism that brings
the coupling back within reasoned articulation, since the holonomy of a field is a structure
about which one can reason, not only a value that can be shown.

Scheler’s intuition of a given order of values has drawn the critique of a material aprioris that
no two cultures share, the objection that the values felt as given differ across forms of life,
so that the feeling-of-value cannot ground a universal ethics; and the paper accommodates
the critique by grounding value not in a given order felt by intuition but in the generative
direction of a real field, which is variable in its content across relations and constant in its
form, the accumulation of holonomy. Gadamer’s recovery of taste as moral judgement has
drawn the critique that the tradition whose sensus communis he restores is itself a particular
and exclusionary inheritance, that the common sense of the fitting is the common sense of a
class and a culture, and the paper registers this in its political economy, where the conditions
of the sensibility’s cultivation are shown to be unequally distributed. Williams’s case against
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moral theory has drawn the critique that, in refusing theory, it leaves ethics without the critical
leverage that principles provide against a corrupt practice, that a perception trained within an
unjust order will perceive its injustice as fitting; and the paper answers with the orthogonality,
the deliberate question of justice that the trained perception does not contain and must be
made to ask. Murdoch’s attention has drawn the critique that just attention, however pure,
can attend lovingly to a scene whose injustice it does not register, that the selfless gaze is not
by itself a just one; and this is the orthogonality again, met now as the limit of even the most
morally serious of the witnesses, that fineness of attention is not justice of direction.

What this accounting shows is that the witnesses converge not only on a recognition but on
a shared limit, the limit at which the priority of perceived value, unguarded, becomes an
inattention to the conditions and the justice that perception alone does not deliver. The paper
inherits the recognition and corrects the limit, supplying at the level of mechanism what the
witnesses left at the level of intuition, and supplying through the orthogonality and the political
economy the attention to justice and condition that the witnesses, severally, neglected. This
is the materialist completion of the genealogy: the recognition that ethics finds aesthetics at
its bottom is preserved, and the idealist temptation that has shadowed every witness, the
temptation to let the priority of the aesthetic excuse an inattention to material conditions and
to justice, is refused.

6.10 The common structure

The witnesses share almost nothing in method, idiom, or century, and the worth of the ge-
nealogy lies precisely in that they nonetheless converge. Drawn together, their convergence
has two strands. The first is a claim about where value lies: that the good is not in the first
place inferred from principles but perceived, felt, discerned, apprehended in an act more like
seeing than like reasoning, whether named the feeling-of-value, the just attention, the taste
that finds the fitting, or the music in which the person is completed. The second is a claim
about rules: that the appropriate, the fitting, the right-in-this-situation, overflows every rule
that would contain it, so that ethical life cannot be captured in a theory or a procedure and
depends instead on a discernment exercised in the concrete, a discernment continuous with
the discernment of beauty. These two strands are the two halves of one recognition. If value
is perceived rather than inferred, then the faculty of value is a perceptual one; and if the ap-
propriate overflows rules, then that perceptual faculty is needed exactly where rules give out,
which is the domain the witnesses agree to call, in its widest sense, the aesthetic. When ethics
is pressed to its ground, it finds beneath it not a deeper rule but a way of perceiving, and a
way of perceiving the fitting where no rule decides is what aesthetic discernment has always
been. That is the inheritance, and it is not one school’s property but a recurrence across the
whole field of reflection on value.

6.11 The asymmetry of East and West in the genealogy

A feature of the genealogy deserves remark before its contribution is stated, the asymmetry
between how the coupling appears in the Eastern and the Western witnesses, because the
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asymmetry is instructive about the coupling itself. In the Western witnesses the coupling
appears as a discovery or a recovery, something arrived at against a prevailing separation,
won back from a tradition that had divided the aesthetic from the ethical and needed to be
shown their unity. Schiller argues for the coupling against a moralism that would reach the good
directly; Wittgenstein states it as a hard-won consequence of a difficult logic; Gadamer recovers
it against the narrowing that had severed taste from moral judgement; the analytic witnesses
reach it against a theory-driven ethics that had forgotten perception. In each the coupling is the
conclusion of a struggle against a separation, the reunification of what the Western tradition
had put asunder. In the Eastern witnesses the coupling appears otherwise, not as a discovery
or recovery but as an inheritance never lost, a unity that was never divided and so never needed
to be won back. The Confucian completion of the person in music, the seamless joining of the
beautiful and the good in the rite-and-music tradition, present the coupling as simply the way
things are, never having been separated, never requiring an argument to reunite them.

This asymmetry is not a defect of the genealogy but a clue to the coupling’s status, and
reading it correctly strengthens rather than weakens the case. That the Western tradition had
to win the coupling back, against its own separation of the aesthetic from the ethical, shows
the separation to be a contingent achievement of that tradition and not a feature of the things
themselves; the West divided what need not have been divided, and its best thinkers spent their
effort recovering the unity its division had obscured. That the Eastern tradition never divided
them shows the unity to be available without the division, a way of holding the aesthetic and
the ethical together that some traditions simply kept. The two together make the strongest
possible case for the coupling: the tradition that divided them found, at its most rigorous, that
it had to put them back together, and the tradition that never divided them shows that the
division was never necessary. The coupling is thus confirmed both by those who recovered it
against their separation and by those who never lost it, and the asymmetry between recovery
and inheritance, far from weakening the genealogy, doubles its force, since a unity reached
by recovery in one tradition and held as inheritance in another is better evidenced than one
attested in only a single way. The paper’s own contribution, the mechanism, is offered to both:
to the West it gives the structure that explains why the division it recovered from was always
artificial, and to the East it gives the formal articulation of a unity it held without needing
to formalize, the holonomy and the field that say, in the language of mechanism, what the
rite-and-music tradition knew without saying.

6.12 The gift and the reservation of the genealogy

The genealogy gives this paper its licence and withholds its mechanism, and the distinction
between the two is what the paper’s own contribution turns on. What the witnesses establish is
that the coupling of the aesthetic and the ethical is real, recurrent, and independently arrived
at, so that to assert it is to recover a recognition rather than to stipulate a definition. This
is the licence, and it is what the reduction chain’s third link needed, since a link that merely
defined its coupling would have carried no weight, whereas a link that recovers a coupling
recognised from Confucius to the present carries the weight of the whole tradition behind it.
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What the witnesses do not give is an account of how the coupling works, by what mechanism
the perception of appropriateness and the perception of the good are one perception, in what
medium a sensibility refined upon the fitting becomes thereby a moral organ. They report the
coupling; they do not explain it. Each names the fact from his own side, the feeling-of-value,
the just attention, the completing music, but none supplies the structure that would say why
value is perceptual and why the appropriate overflows rules, why these two strands belong
together rather than merely co-occurring.

The coupling of the aesthetic and the ethical is an inheritance, recognised independently
across traditions from the Confucian completion of the person in music to the analytic
recovery of perception over theory; it is not this paper’s stipulation. What the tradition
reports but does not explain is the mechanism of the coupling. The contribution of
this paper is to supply that mechanism: appropriateness is the perceptible signature
of accumulating holonomy in a relational field, and value is that accumulation, so that
to perceive the appropriate and to perceive the good are one perception because the
appropriate is what the good looks like to perception. The genealogy supplies the licence;
the framework supplies the mechanism; neither alone would suffice.

The next section sets out that mechanism, reading the coupled sensibility as the resolution of
a relational field and the perception of appropriateness as the registration of its accumulating
holonomy, so that what the witnesses reported from the outside is given an inside. One guard
must be carried forward into that account, and it is the guard the following section is built
around. To say that the perception of the appropriate and the perception of the good are one
perception is not to say that refinement of the sensibility guarantees the good, for a sensibility
can be exquisitely refined and exquisitely unjust, and the genealogy’s witnesses, who attended
to the fineness of perception, did not all attend to its direction. The coupling of the aesthetic
and the ethical is a coupling of one perception to one register of value, not a guarantee that
the perceptive are the just; and the orthogonality of refinement and justice, which the next
section but one must establish, is what keeps this genealogy from becoming the aestheticism it
might otherwise be mistaken for. The recognition that ethics finds aesthetics at its bottom is
the beginning of the account and not its end, because what is found there must still be shown
to have a direction, and a fineness without a direction is precisely the danger the whole of this
paper is built to meet.

7. The Coupling Mechanism: Sensibility and Moral Resolution

The genealogy left a debt. It established that the aesthetic and the ethical are coupled, recog-
nised as coupled across traditions that shared nothing else, and it established that the tradition
reported the coupling without explaining it, naming the fact from the outside as a feeling-of-
value, a just attention, a completing music, but never saying by what structure the perception
of the appropriate and the perception of the good are one perception. This section pays that
debt. It gives the coupling an inside, reading the sensibility that the witnesses described as a
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single resolving power and showing why a perception refined upon appropriateness is thereby
refined upon the good. The account proceeds in three moves: first, what appropriateness is, in
the framework’s own terms; second, why its perception is a matter of resolution rather than
rule; and third, why that resolution is at once aesthetic and moral, which is the coupling itself.

7.1 Appropriateness: the signature of accumulating holonomy

Begin with the thing perceived. Throughout the paper the field-builder has been said to
perceive appropriateness, the fittingness of this gesture, this placement, this word, in this
relational state, and the term has been left to its ordinary sense while the argument was built.
It can now be given its framework meaning. Appropriateness is the perceptible signature of a
field accumulating holonomy in the generative direction. A gesture is appropriate, in a given
relational state, when it is one that lets the coupling gain rather than spin, when it moves the
field along a path that returns to its root raised rather than closing on its origin flat; and it
is inappropriate when it flattens the field, extracts from it, or turns it toward the wheel. This
is why appropriateness cannot be read from the gesture in isolation, the point the engineering
section pressed: the same gesture, the same placement, the same word accumulates in one
relational state and dissipates in another, because what makes it appropriate is not a property
it carries but its effect on the holonomy of the field it enters, and that effect depends on the
state of the field. Appropriateness is relational and state-dependent because holonomy is a
property of a path and not of a step, and the appropriate step is the one that, in this state,
sends the path the generative way.

One sentence, two states

The sentence is ordinary: you look tired today. In one state of the field it is appropriate,
and its appropriateness is palpable. The day has been long, the other is in fact worn,
and the sentence lands as an act of attention, a noticing that says I see how you are,
and it sends the field the generative way, the other met and accompanied, the coupling
gaining by the small accurate care. In another state of the field the identical sentence
is inappropriate, and its inappropriateness is equally palpable. The other has dressed
with care for an occasion that matters to her, and the same words land as a deflation, a
noticing that says you do not look as you hoped, and they flatten the field, the occasion’s
small lift punctured, the coupling spinning where it might have gained. The words are
identical; the appropriateness is opposite; and nothing in the sentence itself decides which
it is, because what decides is the sentence’s effect on the holonomy of this field in this
state, which is a feature of the path and not of the words. No rule about the sentence,
no etiquette of what to say, can capture this, because the rule would have to specify the
words and the appropriateness is not in the words. Only a perception of the field’s state
discerns it, which is why field-building needs perception and not a rulebook.

This already says something the genealogy could not. The witnesses reported that the ap-
propriate overflows every rule, but they did not say why, and the framework now does. The
appropriate overflows rules because a rule specifies a step, a type of gesture to be performed
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under a type of condition, whereas appropriateness is a feature of what a step does to a path,
and no specification of steps can capture a feature of paths, since the same step does opposite
things to different paths. The over-spilling of rules by the appropriate is not a mysterious
surplus of the ethical over the codifiable; it is the ordinary consequence of holonomy being
path-dependent, of value living in the trajectory and not in the move. A rule-follower performs
the right type of act and still flattens the field, because the rightness of the act was never a
property of its type. This is the framework’s explanation of the very over-spilling the genealogy
could only report.

An objection of circularity must be met here, because the account has defined appropriateness
as the signature of accumulating holonomy and holonomy, elsewhere in the series, partly in
terms of the generative direction that appropriateness was to track, and a critic may charge
that the two are defined in a circle, each by the other, so that nothing has been explained.
The charge would hold if the account claimed to define appropriateness and holonomy inde-
pendently and then to discover their connection. It claims no such thing. Appropriateness
and accumulating holonomy are not two things whose correspondence is asserted but one thing
under two descriptions, the generative direction of the field named once for how it appears to
perception, as the fitting, and once for how it stands in the dynamics, as the gaining of the
path. There is no circle because there is no inference from one to the other; there is a single
feature given two names appropriate to two interests, the perceiver’s and the analyst’s. The
appearance of circularity comes from expecting a reduction, a definition of the aesthetic term
by a prior dynamical one or the reverse, and the account offers no reduction in either direction.
It offers an identification: what the perceiver calls fitting and what the dynamics calls gaining
are the same direction of the same field, and to say so is not to define each by the other but
to say they were never two. The test of an identification is not non-circularity, which is the
test of a definition, but fruitfulness, whether seeing the two as one explains what seeing them
as two could not, and the account earns its identification by explaining, as the next moves will
show, why value is perceptual and why the appropriate overflows rules, neither of which a mere
asserted correspondence could explain.

7.2 Perception by resolution, not by rule

If appropriateness is the signature of accumulating holonomy, then to perceive it is to register,
in the concrete field, whether what is occurring sends the path the generative way, and this
registration cannot be the application of a rule for the reason just given, that no rule over steps
captures a feature of paths. What it is, instead, is a matter of resolution, in the sense the word
carries for an instrument that discriminates finely. A coarse sensibility registers only gross
differences in the field, the obvious harmony and the obvious rupture, and is blind to the small
deviations that are the early signature of a path beginning to spin; a fine sensibility registers
these, perceives the subtle inappropriateness before it has become a gross one, discriminates the
slight flattening that a coarse perception would miss until it had compounded. The cultivation
the paper is about is the raising of this resolution, the refinement of the sensibility so that
it discriminates the accumulating or dissipating character of the field at finer and finer grain,
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catches the path turning toward the wheel while the turn is still small enough to correct. This
is why the matter is one of training rather than instruction: a rule can be taught by telling,
but a resolution can be raised only by exercise, by the repeated perceiving that sharpens the
discrimination, which is exactly why aesthetic education is an education and not a doctrine, a
raising of a perceptual power and not a transmission of a code.

7.3 The resolution, at once aesthetic and moral

Now the coupling itself. The sensibility that perceives appropriateness has been described as
a power that discriminates, finely, whether a relational field is accumulating holonomy in the
generative direction. But this is, in the framework’s terms, exactly what it is to perceive the
good. The good, throughout this series, has been the generative, the accumulation of holonomy
along a path that returns to its root raised, the value that a coupling produces when it continues
itself rather than closing or extracting; and the bad has been the flattening, the spinning, the
extraction, the turn to the wheel. To perceive whether the field is accumulating generatively just
is to perceive whether it is moving toward the good or away from it, because the accumulation
and the good are, on this account, the same thing seen once as dynamics and once as value.
And to perceive whether a gesture is appropriate just is to perceive whether it sends the path
the generative way, which is to perceive whether it is good. The one sensibility, discriminating
the accumulating character of the field, perceives the appropriate under its aesthetic description
and the good under its ethical description, and these are not two perceptions that happen to
coincide but one perception under two descriptions, because the appropriate and the good are
one feature of the field, its generative direction, named once for how it appears to perception
and once for how it stands to value.

The coupling of the aesthetic and the ethical is one perception under two descriptions,
not two perceptions in correspondence. The sensibility perceives the generative direction
of the field, registering whether it accumulates holonomy or dissipates it. Described as
the perception of the fitting, this registration is aesthetic; described as the perception of
the good, it is ethical; but it is a single act of discrimination upon a single feature of the
field, the generative direction, which is the appropriate seen by perception and the good
seen by valuation. To refine the sensibility upon appropriateness is therefore to refine it
upon the good, not as a fortunate side effect but because they were never two targets.
This is the mechanism the genealogy reported and could not supply: value is perceptual
because the good is a perceptible direction of the field, and the appropriate overflows
rules because that direction is a feature of paths, which rules over steps cannot reach.

This is the inside the genealogy lacked. What the witnesses felt from the outside, that to know
the good is first to feel it, that just attention is moral action, that the person is completed in the
tuning of feeling, the framework now exhibits from within: value-apprehension is perceptual
because value is the generative direction of a relational field, and a direction is the kind of thing
that is perceived rather than inferred. The feeling-of-value is the registration of accumulating
holonomy; the just attention is the fine resolution upon the field’s generative direction; the
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completing music is the cultivation of that resolution to the point where the person perceives
the good as readily and immediately as a trained ear perceives a discord. The coupling is
no longer a reported coincidence. It is a structural identity of target, one feature of the field
perceived under two of its aspects, and the sensibility that the whole paper proposes to cultivate
is shown to be a single moral-aesthetic organ, refined upon one thing, the direction in which a
shared life is moving.

7.4 The direction of grounding

A question about the direction of the account must be answered, because the coupling could
be read as grounding the aesthetic in the ethical or the ethical in the aesthetic, and the paper’s
title and argument commit it to one direction that must be defended. The paper grounds
the ethical in the aesthetic, holds that the perception of the good is at bottom a perception
of the fitting, that value is apprehended aesthetically before it is reasoned ethically, and this
direction might seem arbitrary, a choice that could as well have gone the other way, grounding
the aesthetic in a prior ethical apprehension. It is not arbitrary, and the reason is the priority
the genealogy established and the mechanism this section supplied. The good is grounded in
the aesthetic, and not the reverse, because the good is a perceptible direction of a field, and
perception is the mode in which a direction is first apprehended; one does not first reason that
the field ought to gain and then perceive that it does, but first perceives the gaining or the
flattening and only then, if at all, articulates it as a principle. The aesthetic perception is
prior because the apprehension of the field’s direction is prior, and the ethical articulation is
posterior because it is the putting-into-principle of what was first perceived. To ground the
aesthetic in the ethical would reverse this, would make the perception of the fitting depend on
a prior grasp of a principle of the good, and that reversal is refuted by the genealogy’s central
finding, that value is perceived before it is reasoned, the finding the witnesses reached from
every direction. The direction of grounding follows the order of apprehension, the perceived
before the reasoned, the fitting before the principled, and so the ethical is grounded in the
aesthetic and not the reverse, because the aesthetic perception of the field’s direction is the
apprehension on which any ethical articulation of it must draw.

This direction has a consequence worth drawing out, because it explains why the cultivation
of the moral life must pass through the cultivation of perception and cannot be accomplished
by the teaching of principles alone. If the good is perceived before it is reasoned, then a moral
education that taught only principles, only the articulated rules of the good, would be building
on a foundation it had not laid, teaching the articulation of a perception it had not cultivated,
and its principles would be empty in those who could not perceive what the principles articulate.
This is the deep reason the paper has insisted that aesthetic education grounds moral formation,
that to cultivate the perception of the fitting is to cultivate the apprehension on which all moral
articulation draws, and that a moral education neglecting this perception would be teaching the
names of a good its students could not see. The direction of grounding is thus not a technical
choice but the source of the paper’s central practical claim, that the cultivation of the moral life
must begin in the cultivation of perception, because the good is perceived before it is reasoned
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and the perception is what the reasoning articulates, so that to neglect the perception is to
articulate into a void.

7.5 The predictive reading, kept to its level

One clarification keeps this account honest about its own machinery. To say that perceiving ap-
propriateness is a matter of resolution invites the predictive reading developed in the perception
section, on which the sensibility is the precision-weighted apparatus that registers deviation
in the field, and that reading may be carried here, but only at the level it was assigned. The
resolution of the sensibility may be read alongside the precision with which a predictive system
weights the evidence of the field against its priors, and the raising of resolution by cultivation
may be read alongside a learned change in that weighting; these are legitimate implementation-
level glosses, and they leave an observable signature, as the interface section set out. What they
do not do is constitute the perception of the good. The good is the generative direction of the
field, a feature in the relational world, and the precision-weighting is the implementation-level
trace of a sensibility tuned to it, not the good itself and not the perception of it. The coupling
holds at the level of what is perceived, the generative direction under two descriptions, and
the predictive machinery is the mechanism by which a brain participates in that perception,
kept firmly to its station so that the moral-aesthetic organ is not quietly reduced to a precision
parameter it merely leaves its traces in.

7.6 The philosophical position of the identification

The identification at the heart of this section, that appropriateness is the perceptible signature
of accumulating holonomy and that value is that accumulation, is the paper’s most consequen-
tial claim, and it would be evasive to leave its philosophical position unstated, since it appears
to take sides in the oldest dispute in metaethics, the dispute over whether the good is a natural
property. The position must be stated carefully, because it is neither of the two stances the
dispute usually offers, and its difference from both is exactly what the dialectical-materialist
commitment requires.

The identification is naturalistic in a definite sense: it locates value in a feature of the natural
world, the accumulation of holonomy along the path of a real relational field, and not in a non-
natural property apprehended by a special faculty nor in an attitude projected onto a valueless
world. Value, on this account, is the generative direction of a real field, and a direction of a
real field is as natural as the field, so that the good is a natural feature and its perception a
natural process. This places the account against non-naturalism, which would make the good
a property of a wholly different order from the natural facts, and against the projectivism that
would make value a stain the valuing subject casts upon a neutral world, since on this account
the accumulation is really there, in the field, before it is perceived, and the perception registers
it rather than projecting it.

Yet the identification does not commit the error that the open-question argument was designed
to expose, the error of defining the good as some natural property such that it remains always
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sensible to ask, of that property, whether it is really good. The argument observes that for any
natural property proposed as the definition of the good, the question whether that property is
good remains open, which it would not if the property were what good meant, and it concludes
that the good is not definable as a natural property. The identification here is not vulnerable,
because it does not claim that appropriateness means accumulating holonomy in the way a
definition claims synonymy, nor that one could derive, from the bare concept of the good, that
it is holonomy. It claims an identification of reference and not of sense, that the feature in the
world that our value-perception is of is the generative direction of a field, in the way that water
is identified with a certain molecular structure without the word water meaning that structure
and without its being a conceptual truth that water is it. The open question remains askable
because the identification is not analytic, and its remaining askable is no objection, just as
it is no objection to the identification of water with its molecular structure that one can ask,
without contradiction, whether water is really that. The identification is synthetic, a claim
about what value is in the world and not about what the word means, and the open-question
argument touches only the analytic claim it does not make.

This synthetic, referential naturalism is the position the dialectical-materialist commitment re-
quires, and seeing why completes the section. A materialism must hold that value is a feature
of the real material world and not a non-natural addition nor a subjective projection, which
is the naturalism the identification asserts. But a dialectical materialism must also refuse the
reductive naturalism that would identify the good with some simple natural property fixed
once and for all, abstracted from the relations and the development in which it is actually
found, and the identification refuses exactly this, because the holonomy that value is identified
with is not a simple property of a thing but a feature of the path of a relation, variable in
its content across relations, developing across time, graspable only in the dynamics of a field
and not in any static property of an object. The good is natural, but it is the naturalness of
a relational and developing process, not of a fixed property, and this is the difference between
the materialist dialectic and the mechanical materialism that would reduce value to a thing’s
measurable feature. The identification is naturalistic against non-naturalism and projectivism,
referential and not analytic against the open-question argument, and relational and develop-
mental against the reductive naturalism that would fix the good as a simple property, and
these three differences together locate it as the materialist-dialectical position on the nature of
value, the position that value is the real generative direction of a real relational field, natural
and relational and developing, perceived and not projected, and reducible to no static property
of any thing.

8. Refinement Is Not Direction: The Orthogonality Guard

The two preceding sections are dangerous if left alone. The genealogy showed the aesthetic and
the ethical to be coupled across the tradition; the mechanism showed them to be one perception
under two descriptions, the sensibility a single moral-aesthetic organ. Taken without what
follows, this invites a conclusion the whole paper must refuse, that to refine the sensibility is
to become good, that the cultivated perceiver is by his cultivation the just one, that aesthetic
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education guarantees ethical formation. The conclusion is false, and its falsity is not a minor
qualification but a load-bearing part of the account, because a philosophy of aesthetic education
that did not face it would be the aestheticism its critics have always, and often rightly, feared,
the doctrine that the fine soul is the good soul and that beauty and virtue rise together
by nature. They do not always rise together. A sensibility can be exquisitely refined and
exquisitely unjust, and any account of aesthetic education that cannot say how owes its readers
an explanation it does not have. This section provides it, and the provision is the same
orthogonality the series established for cycles in general, brought to bear on the sensibility
itself.

8.1 The counterexample that will not go away

The objection has a name in the history of the twentieth century, and it should be stated at
full strength rather than softened. There were regimes, and there have been smaller cruelties
without number, in which a genuine and highly cultivated aesthetic sensibility coexisted with,
and even served, atrocity: the commandant who wept at the cello and returned to his work, the
refined taste that ordered beautiful things and unbeautiful deaths with the same discriminating
hand. This is not the philistinism of the brute who feels nothing; it is the more disturbing case
of a real fineness of perception that does not issue in justice and may even lend its fineness to
injustice, dressing domination in a beauty that makes it more seductive and not less. The case
will not go away because it is real and because it is precisely the case the coupling account
seems to rule out. If the sensibility that perceives the appropriate is one with the sensibility
that perceives the good, how is the exquisite torturer possible, who perceives the appropriate
with such delicacy and the good not at all? An account that cannot answer has been refuted
by the cello.

The case is sharper still at the scale this paper works in, the scale of the intimate field, because
there it wears no uniform and commits no atrocity, and so is harder to recognise and more
common.

The beautiful house built on one person’s disappearance

Consider a shared life of real and perceptible beauty. The mornings are finely made,
the rhythms tended, the placement of things exact, the contingencies caught and shared;
the field, by every dynamical measure, accumulates, and the perception that builds it is
genuinely refined, not a performance of refinement but a true fineness of attention to the
state of the field and the appropriate gesture within it. And one of the two is the fuel. The
beauty is sustained by her continual small self-erasures, her preferences quietly dropped,
her perceptions deferred, her generativity spent entirely on the field’s accumulation and
never on her own, so that the spiral the other perceives so finely is driven by the steady
burning of her. The other’s perception is not false; he sees the field’s accumulating beauty
truly, and he is not a brute who feels nothing but a man of real sensibility who has simply
never been made to perceive that the beauty he attends to so finely is paid for by her
disappearance. His fineness is real and bears on the field’s accumulation; his blindness
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is real and bears on who fuels it; and nothing in the first supplies the second. This is
the exquisite torturer brought home, and he is not rare. He is the refined partner whose
refinement has never once turned to ask who pays for the beauty he perceives so well.

This intimate form of the case is the one the paper most needs to meet, because it is the failure
its own account of field-building could most easily produce: a cultivation that raised the percep-
tion of the field’s accumulation to great fineness while leaving wholly untouched the question of
who, within the accumulating field, is being consumed to drive it. An aesthetic education that
did only what it says it does, refine the perception of the generative direction, would produce
exactly this man, fine and unseeing, and it is to forestall him that the orthogonality must be
established and built into the cultivation as a separate and standing demand.

8.2 Two features of the field, not one

The answer requires distinguishing two features of a relational field that the coupling account,
stated baldly, runs together, and the distinction is the one the series has drawn before between
the dynamical and the just. The first feature is the field’s generative direction, whether it
accumulates holonomy or dissipates it, whether the path returns to its root raised or closes on
its origin flat. This is what the sensibility, refined, perceives finely, and it is what the previous
section called the appropriate-and-good seen as one. The second feature is altogether different:
it is the question of who, within the field, is rendered mere fuel for its accumulation, whether
the holonomy that the field gains is gained by treating one of its members as material to be
consumed, a means whose own generativity is extracted to feed another’s. A field can accu-
mulate holonomy beautifully, the path spiralling upward, the perception of its accumulation
exquisitely fine, while one of its members is the fuel being burned to drive the spiral. The
fineness of the perception bears on the first feature, the accumulating character of the field. It
is silent on the second, the justice of who pays for the accumulation.

Refinement of the sensibility and justice of direction are orthogonal. The sensibility, re-
fined, perceives finely the generative direction of the field, whether it accumulates holon-
omy or dissipates it; this is the aesthetic-and-ethical perception the coupling section
established. It does not thereby perceive whether the accumulation is achieved by render-
ing a member of the field mere fuel, for that is a distinct feature, the justice of the field,
which concerns who pays for the accumulation rather than whether accumulation occurs.
A field may accumulate beautifully upon the consumption of one of its members, and
a sensibility may perceive that accumulation with great fineness while remaining blind,
or indifferent, to the consumption. Fineness of perception is therefore no guarantee of
justice, and the cultivated sensibility is not by its cultivation the just one.

This is the orthogonality the series proved for cycles, now located in the perceiver. There it
was shown that the dynamical criterion, whether a cycle is generative, and the justice criterion,
whether someone is rendered mere fuel, are independent, so that a cycle can be generative and
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unjust at once. Here the same independence is shown to hold for the sensibility that perceives
the cycle: a perception refined upon the generative direction is not thereby a perception of the
justice of the field, because the generative direction and the justice are two features, and to
be fine upon the one is not to be even awake to the other. The exquisite torturer is possible
because his fineness is real and pertains to the first feature, the accumulating character of
his field, while his blindness pertains to the second, the fuel his accumulation consumes, and
nothing in the refinement of the first supplies the second. The cello is not a fraud. It is a fine
perception of a real beauty in a field whose justice the perceiver has never been made to see.

8.3 The survival of the coupling under the orthogonality

It might seem that the orthogonality destroys the coupling the previous two sections built,
that if fineness does not deliver justice then the aesthetic and the ethical have come apart
after all. They have not, and seeing why is essential. The coupling was always a coupling of
one perception to one register of value, the generative direction perceived as appropriate and
as good; it was never the claim that this one perception exhausts the ethical. Justice, the
question of who is rendered fuel, is a further ethical matter, not captured by the generative
direction and not perceived by the sensibility refined upon it, and the coupling section’s good
was always the generativity of the field and not the whole of the ethical. So the orthogonality
does not break the coupling; it bounds it. The aesthetic and the ethical are one at the level of
the generative direction, which the sensibility perceives under both descriptions; they are two
at the level of justice, which the sensibility does not perceive at all. The coupling holds within
its domain and is silent outside it, and the orthogonality marks exactly where its domain ends,
at the line between whether the field accumulates and who pays for the accumulation.

This is why aesthetic education, as this paper conceives it, requires a second cultivation that it
does not itself supply, and why the paper has never claimed that the refinement of the sensibility
is the whole of moral formation. The refinement makes the perceiver fine upon the generative
direction, able to build fields that accumulate and to perceive the accumulation at fine grain; it
does not make the perceiver attend to who, in the accumulating field, is being consumed. That
attending is a separate discipline, the cultivation of a regard for whether the members of one’s
field are treated as ends generating their own value or as fuel feeding another’s, and the field-
builder who has only the first cultivation is the dangerous figure the counterexample named,
fine and unjust, the more dangerous for being fine. The paper’s account of aesthetic education
is therefore deliberately incomplete as an account of moral formation, and the incompleteness
is honest rather than evasive: it says exactly what aesthetic education does, raise the resolution
upon the generative direction, and exactly what it does not do, supply the regard for justice,
and it refuses to let the first masquerade as the second.

8.4 The guard carried into the practice

The orthogonality is not only a theoretical safeguard but a practical instruction, and it bears
directly on the four-step cultivation. At each step the danger has a specific face. A perception
refined upon contingency can be a perception that sees, with exquisite delicacy, the accumu-
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lating beauty of a field built upon another’s consumption. A reception can welcome a beauty
whose production rests on rendering the other fuel. A sharing can be a joint attention between
two who are accumulating beautifully upon a third who is being burned. A reproduction can
thicken, cycle upon cycle, a good cycle that is unjust at its root. The four-step model, left
to its dynamical criterion alone, cultivates the generative direction and is silent on the justice,
exactly as the sensibility is, and so the model must carry the orthogonality guard within it
as a standing question, asked at every step alongside the question of accumulation: not only
whether this field is gaining, but who, if anyone, is being made to pay for the gain. This ques-
tion is not answered by any refinement of perception, because it is orthogonal to refinement; it
must be asked deliberately, as a discipline distinct from and additional to the cultivation of the
sensibility, and an aesthetic education that did not install it would produce the fine and the
unjust with great efficiency. The guard is the paper’s insistence that the cultivation of beauty,
even relational beauty, even the beauty of accumulating fields, is necessary and not sufficient
for the good, and that the gap between the necessary and the sufficient is exactly the place
where justice does its separate, unglamorous, indispensable work.

8.5 The coexistence of the two cultivations

If the cultivation of the sensibility and the cultivation of the regard for justice are orthogonal, a
question arises about how they are to be held together in a single education, since orthogonality
might seem to make them two unrelated curricula awkwardly juxtaposed. The question is fair
and the answer shows the orthogonality to be a relation between distinct things rather than a
separation of unrelated ones. The two cultivations are orthogonal in that neither delivers the
other, the refinement of perception not yielding the regard for justice and the regard for justice
not yielding the refinement of perception; but they are not unrelated, because they bear on the
same field and are exercised in the same acts, the one asking whether the field gains and the
other asking who pays for the gain, both questions about the one field the builder is building.
They are therefore not two curricula but two questions asked of one practice, distinct in that
the answer to one does not give the answer to the other, joined in that both are asked, at every
step, of the same field-building act. The education that installs both is not a juxtaposition of
unrelated trainings but a single training in which two distinct questions are made habitual, the
question of accumulation and the question of justice, asked together of each act though neither
is reducible to the other.

This coexistence has a definite structure, and naming it completes the account. The question
of accumulation is the question the sensibility answers, by perceiving whether the field gains,
and its cultivation is the raising of the perception’s resolution. The question of justice is not
answered by the sensibility at all, by the orthogonality, and so its cultivation cannot be the
raising of the same perception’s resolution; it must be the installation of a distinct habit, the
habit of asking, of each accumulating field, who within it is rendered fuel, a habit that does not
perceive the answer in the way the sensibility perceives accumulation but raises the question
that the perception of accumulation would otherwise never raise. The regard for justice is thus a
cultivated interruption of the sensibility’s absorption in accumulation, a habit of stepping back
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from the perception of the gaining field to ask the question the gaining field does not pose, and
the education that installs it is the cultivation of this stepping-back alongside the cultivation of
the perception it interrupts. The two coexist as a perception and its disciplined interruption,
the fine seeing of the field’s gain and the habitual question that the fine seeing does not contain,
and an aesthetic education worthy of the name cultivates both, the resolution that perceives
accumulation and the regard that asks, of every accumulation, whether it is just.

9. The Three Beauties and the Beauty of Perception

The reduction chain has reached its terminus, the reframing of field-building as aesthetic educa-
tion, and the coupling and its orthogonality guard have been set out. What remains, before the
four-step cultivation can be developed in detail, is to lay out the structure of the capacity that
the cultivation builds, and that structure has three parts. The capacity to build a generative
field is at once a capacity to perceive, a capacity to practise, and a capacity to maintain, and
these are not three separate skills but three faces of a single trained sensibility, distinguished
by what they do in the cycle the field-building enacts. This section introduces the three and
develops the first; the two that follow develop the others. The three together are the static
anatomy of the capacity, the cross-section of what a field-builder has; the four-step model that
comes later is the same capacity in motion, the cycle that the anatomy turns. It is worth
holding both pictures, the anatomy and the cycle, because each shows what the other cannot,
the parts and their turning.

9.1 Three faces of one sensibility

The capacity to build a generative field decomposes into three, by a division that follows the
structure of any generative act. To build a field one must first perceive its state, register where
it stands and what here would be appropriate; this is the beauty of perception, the input face,
the discernment of the field as it is. One must then act upon it, perform the gesture, make the
placement, that sends the path the generative way; this is the beauty of practice, the output
face, the generation of appropriateness in the concrete act. And one must sustain this across
time, keep the field accumulating through repetition rather than letting it dull or spin, return
to it and turn it again without flattening; this is the beauty of maintenance, the temporal
face, the holding of the good cycle in time. Perception discerns the direction, practice sends
the path that way, maintenance keeps it turning, and the three are one sensibility because the
same resolution upon the field’s generative direction underlies all three, perceiving it, acting
to extend it, and sustaining the action across cycles.

These map onto the inference and action of a single generative process, which is why they
are faces and not separate faculties. Perception is the inferential moment, the registration of
the field’s state; practice is the active moment, the intervention that alters the state toward
accumulation; and maintenance is the persistence of the inference-and-action across time, the
keeping of the process turning rather than letting it run down. The unity matters because it
forbids a mistake the tradition has made, the treating of aesthetic education as the cultivation
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of perception alone, the refinement of a taste that discerns without building or sustaining. A
sensibility that perceived the field finely but could not act to build it, or could build it once
but not sustain it, would not be the capacity this paper is about, which is the capacity to
build generative fields and not merely to appreciate them. The three faces must be cultivated
together, and their cultivation together is what the four-step model, taken up later, organises
into a single turning cycle.

The order in which the three are presented, perception then practice then maintenance, is not
arbitrary, and saying why it is the right order shows how the three depend on one another.
Perception comes first because the other two presuppose it: one cannot act to build a field
whose state one has not perceived, since the apt act is apt to a state, and one cannot sustain
across time a field one cannot perceive to be flattening or gaining, since maintenance is the
correction of a drift that must first be seen. Practice comes second because it presupposes
perception and is presupposed by maintenance: it acts upon what perception has registered,
and maintenance is the repetition across time of the perceiving-and-acting that practice, in a
single instance, performs. Maintenance comes third because it is the temporal extension of the
first two, the keeping-turning of a cycle whose single turn is a perceiving and an acting. The
order is thus an order of dependence, each face presupposing the one before, and it is also the
order of the cycle, perception opening onto practice and practice settling into the maintenance
that returns to perception. But the dependence does not make the later faces less important
than the earlier, and here the tradition’s error must be guarded against from the other side.
That perception comes first in the order of dependence does not make it first in importance,
as though the others were mere applications of a primary discernment; on the contrary, as the
section on practice will argue, in the intimate field it is practice that is dominant, the building
on which the field’s accumulation actually turns, and perception is subordinate to the practice
it serves. The order of presentation follows dependence; the order of importance follows the
field’s state and is read dialectically; and the two orders must not be confused, on pain of
reinstating, as a doctrine of perception’s primacy, the very over-valuation of discernment that
the unity of the three faces was meant to correct.

9.2 The beauty of perception

The beauty of perception is the discernment of the field’s state, the registration of where
it stands, whether it is accumulating or spinning, and what here, in this state, would be
appropriate. It is the face of the sensibility that the coupling section analysed as resolution:
a fine perception discriminates the field’s generative direction at fine grain, catches the slight
flattening before it compounds, registers the small contingency that a coarse perception would
absorb without trace. To perceive the field beautifully is to see it as it is, undistorted by the
prior that would pre-sort it and undimmed by the habit that would render it invisible, and the
cultivation of this face is the raising of the resolution upon the field’s state to the point where
its accumulating or dissipating character is perceived immediately, as a trained ear perceives
a discord. The detailed account of how this perception is possible, and of the traditions that
contend over what seeing the field is, is the work of the section that follows this part; here the
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task is to place perception within the anatomy of the capacity and to draw the analysis of its
principal and secondary aspect that the method requires.

The coarse and the fine perception of one evening

Two partners come home to the same evening, and the difference between a coarse and
a fine perception of it can be made plain. The coarse perception registers only the gross
states: the other is plainly angry, or plainly happy, or plainly fine, and below the threshold
of the plain nothing is seen. To such a perception the evening presents itself as one of a
few large categories, and the field is read only when its state has become unmistakable,
which is usually too late to do anything but react to what has already compounded. The
fine perception registers what the coarse one misses: the small tightness beneath the
reported fineness, the slight flatness in a greeting that says the day went harder than the
words admit, the faint lift that means something went unexpectedly well, the early and
subtle signature of a field beginning to flatten while the flattening is still small enough
to meet. The two perceptions face the same evening; one sees three or four states and
the other sees a continuous and finely graded field, and the difference is the resolution
the cultivation raises. It is the difference between a perception that reads the field only
when its state has become gross and a perception that reads the field while its state is
still subtle, which is the difference between meeting a drift while it is small and meeting
it only after it has compounded into something no longer easily met.

9.3 The principal and secondary aspect within perception

The method announced that each contradiction has a dominant and a subordinate aspect, and
that the two can transform into one another, and the analysis applies within the beauty of
perception itself, where it concerns the contradiction between perceiving the field’s whole state
and perceiving the particular contingency within it. These are two moments of perception, the
registration of the field as a standing condition and the catching of the singular unplanned
thing that occurs within it, and in the perception of an intimate field they are not equally
weighted. The catching of the contingency is the dominant aspect, because the field’s state
is most truthfully revealed in how it meets the unplanned, the contingency being the place
where a flattening prior is most exposed and a living perception most tested; a perception that
registered the standing state but missed the contingencies would be a perception of the field’s
surface and not its life. Yet the two transform into one another. When a relation has become
so volatile that every moment is contingency and no standing state can be read, the dominant
aspect shifts to the registration of the whole, the recovery of a sense of where the field stands
beneath the churn, without which the contingencies cannot even be placed. The dominant
aspect is the catching of contingency in the ordinary case and the registration of the whole in
the volatile one, and which dominates is read from the field, as the method requires, rather
than fixed in advance.

This is the first instance, set out in full so that the later instances can be brief, of the aspect-
analysis the method promised, and it shows the analysis doing real work rather than decorating
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the exposition. It tells the field-builder where, within the work of perception, attention now
belongs: ordinarily on the contingency, the unplanned thing that reveals the field’s life, but in
the volatile field on the recovery of the whole, without which the unplanned cannot be read.
The same will hold, with different content, for practice and for maintenance, each carrying
its own contradiction between a dominant and a subordinate aspect, each transforming as the
field’s state changes, and each to be read from the field rather than legislated. The anatomy of
the capacity is thus not static after all, even in cross-section, because each of its faces carries
within it a contradiction whose dominant aspect migrates, and the reading of those migrations
is the standing exercise of the very sensibility the anatomy describes.

10. The Field Becomes Visible: Perception and Its Contending Theories

应无所住而生其心。

Diamond Sutra

The first movement of the cycle was stated almost too gently. To perceive the field is to let
appropriateness be seen, to suspend the projection of purpose and leave room for what is
there to show itself. Put that way it sounds like a counsel of attentiveness, the sort of thing
one nods at and forgets. Underneath the gentle formulation lie several complete and mutually
incompatible theories of how perception is possible at all, each with its own mechanism, its own
training, and its own metaphysical commitment, and they do not agree. A predictive brain,
a mind resting in undivided awareness, and a body absorbed in a world are three different
answers to the question of where seeing happens and what it would take to see better. This
section sets them against one another rather than gathering them into a comfortable plurality,
because the disagreements are real and because the framework of this series is not neutral
among them. What looks like a single instruction, leave room for the field to appear, turns
out to name at least three distinct operations, and the work of the section is to show how they
stand to one another and where the present account must take sides.

10.1 The problem: why appropriateness goes unseen

Begin with the phenomenon the instruction addresses. In the ordinary conduct of a shared life
most of what passes goes unregistered. The table is set, the greeting returned, the cup placed,
and none of it is seen, in the sense that none of it presents itself as bearing appropriateness or
its lack. This is not a failure of the eyes. It is the normal condition of competent absorption in
a familiar world, and it has a function: a life in which every placement of every cup demanded
fresh appraisal would be unlivable. The cost of the function is that the field becomes invisible
exactly where it is most lived in. Appropriateness goes unseen not because it is hidden but
because seeing it requires the interruption of a fluency that exists precisely in order not to be
interrupted.

So the instruction to leave room is an instruction to interrupt something, and the disagreements
among the traditions can be located with some precision once we ask what, exactly, is to be
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interrupted. One tradition says the thing to be loosened is the grip of the prior, the top-down
expectation that flattens the field into what was predicted. Another says the thing to be
loosened is conceptual division itself, the movement by which awareness, the instant it arises,
is overlaid with names and with the split into a seer and a seen. A third says the thing to
be loosened is the absorption of the thing into its use, the readiness-to-hand in which the
cup disappears into the drinking. These are not three names for one operation. They cut
at different joints, they prescribe different trainings, and whether they are aspects of a single
thing seen from three sides is a question to be argued rather than assumed. The remainder of
the section states each in turn and then asks where they conflict.

To keep the contest concrete, it helps to fix a single ordinary case and to ask of each tradition
what it would say about the same small event, since the disagreements are easiest to feel when
they are disagreements about one thing rather than three.

A morning, and a sentence that was not foreseen

Two people share a morning that has its shape. The coffee is made in the order it is always
made, the table laid as it is always laid, and into this familiar shape the one says something
the other did not expect, a remark slightly off the rhythm of the mornings before it,
carrying a small weight that the routine did not predict. The remark is a contingency, a
thing that need not have been said and was. It can pass entirely unregistered, absorbed
into the morning’s fluency as though it had been one more expected motion; or it can
be seen, registered as bearing something, a slight shift in the field that asks to be met.
The whole question of perceiving the field is the question of what divides the morning
in which the remark is absorbed without trace from the morning in which it is seen, and
each of the traditions that follows gives that division a different name.

10.2 The predictive route

On the first account, perception is not the reception of a given but the brain’s active construc-
tion of its best hypothesis about the causes of its input, continually corrected by the error
between what was predicted and what arrived (Clark, 2013; Friston, 2010). Seeing is inference.
To see appropriateness in the field is, in this language, to keep the weight assigned to incoming
evidence from being overwhelmed by the weight assigned to the prior, so that the small devi-
ation, the unplanned thing, the way the light fell or the way the answer came, is not silently
explained away by what was expected. The relevant variable is the balance of precision: how
much the system trusts its prediction relative to its evidence. A strong prior, heavily weighted,
flattens the field, because it can account for almost anything in advance and so registers al-
most nothing as surprising. Training, on this account, is the modulation of that balance, a
learned refusal to let expectation suppress the senses, and it has the great advantage of being
measurable, since the system’s responsiveness to deviation leaves traces that can be looked for.

This route is powerful and it is the one the implementation section will lean on, but its meta-
physical commitment must be marked, because it is the commitment that will later force a
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choice. The predictive account is naturalistic and representational. Perception is inference
performed by an internal model, and the model is housed in a single cranium, building its
estimate of an external world from sensory evidence. Seeing the field, on this account, is one
organism’s improved estimate of its surroundings. That is a coherent and fertile picture, and
it sits in tension with the claim of relational aesthetics that the perception in question has its
proper site in the coupling rather than in either pole alone. A theory on which seeing is what
one brain does to its input cannot, without modification, be the whole theory of a seeing whose
object is an event between. The tension is not yet a refutation. It is a debt, and the section
records it now in order to discharge it later.

On this account the morning’s remark is absorbed or seen according to the precision the hearer’s
system assigns. Where the prior is heavily weighted, the morning has been so thoroughly
predicted that the remark is explained away before it can register, folded into the expected
shape of every prior morning, its small deviation absorbed by a model confident enough to
account for it in advance; the hearer has, in the literal sense the account intends, predicted
the remark out of existence. Where the weight on evidence is kept high enough, the deviation
survives, the remark arrives as a genuine surprise that the model did not anticipate, and the
prediction error it raises is the signal that something in the field has shifted. The training
the account recommends is the learned lowering of the prior’s weight, the cultivated refusal to
let the confident model of the morning suppress the evidence of this morning, and its great
strength is that this lowering should be visible, a measurable change in how much the system
responds to the deviation it once would have absorbed. What the account cannot say, and does
not pretend to say, is anything about the two who share the morning as two; the remark is,
for it, an input to one hearer’s model, and the seeing of it is that model’s improved estimate,
which is precisely the limitation that will force the account to its proper level later.

10.3 The Buddhist route

The second account stands in the sharpest opposition to the first, and it is the one most
consonant with the roots this series has drawn on. Its diagnosis is that appropriateness goes
unseen because perception, the instant it arises, is covered over by conceptual division: by
names, by the sorting of what appears into kinds already held, and above all by the split
into a perceiving subject set over against a perceived object. The single-practice absorption
named in the early sutras and reread by the Chan tradition, 一行三昧 (yixing sanmei), is
not a withdrawal from the ordinary into a special state but a sustained, undivided directness
maintained through walking, standing, sitting, and lying, in which moment after moment no
discrimination is raised. Alongside it the contemplative analysis of 止观 and the Yogacara
category of direct perception, 现量 (pratyaksa), the immediate apprehension that precedes the
imposition of name and concept, point together at one thing: what obscures the field is not a
deficit of representation but the very activity of representing, the reflex by which bare awareness
is instantly furnished with a subject, an object, and a label binding them.

To see appropriateness, on this account, is therefore not to represent the field more accurately
but to relax the structure of representation as such, to let what appears appear before the split
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that would set a viewer over against a viewed. The training is neither the modulation of a
parameter nor the disruption of habit but a kind of keeping: to let awareness rest, undivided, so
that when discrimination arises it is noticed and not followed. The metaphysical commitment
is non-dual and anti-representational, and it is for this reason that the Buddhist route cannot
simply be folded into the predictive one. Where predictive processing says perception is the
inference of a subject about an object, this tradition says that the subject-object structure
is itself the obscuration, and that the deepest seeing is the one in which that structure has
gone quiet. Held together, the two accounts do not describe the same operation at different
levels. They make incompatible claims about whether the seer-seen structure is the apparatus
of perception or the veil over it, and the section will have to say how that incompatibility is to
be borne.

The Chan rereading of the single-practice absorption sharpens this and removes a likely misun-
derstanding. When the Platform Sutra glosses the practice, it refuses the picture of a special
seated state cut off from ordinary life, the picture of one who would sit fixed and empty and
call that the practice; the single practice is rather the maintaining of a direct and undivided
heart in all the ordinary postures, walking and standing and sitting and lying, throughout
every activity of the day (Huineng, 2012). The point is exactly that the practice belongs to the
morning and the coffee and the laid table and not to a withdrawal from them, which is what
makes it a candidate for an aesthetic education of the everyday rather than an escape from
the everyday into contemplation. To rest undivided is not to cease the morning’s activity but
to conduct it without raising, at each step, the grid of name and verdict and the split of a self
against its world; awareness stays direct, and when the dividing reflex arises it is seen and not
followed. This is a discipline performed in the midst of the daily and not beside it, and that is
the feature the section will need when it asks how any of these trainings could be available in
a life with no leisure to withdraw.

Returned to the morning, the Buddhist account locates the obscuration not in a heavily
weighted prior but in the reflex that, the instant the remark arrives, overlays it with a ver-
dict and a position: the hearer’s instantaneous sorting of the remark into a kind already held,
the silent placing of it as the sort of thing she says, the constitution of a hearer set over against
a speaker who is thereby fixed as an object understood. On this account the remark goes
unseen not because it was predicted but because it was immediately known, captured by a
discrimination so fast it feels like perception itself, and what is needed is not the lowering of a
weight but the quieting of the dividing reflex, so that the remark may be met before it has been
placed, in a directness that has not yet split into a knower appraising a known. The difference
from the predictive reading is not a matter of emphasis. The predictive account would have the
hearer weight the evidence of the remark more heavily; the Buddhist account would have the
hearer stop performing, for a moment, the very act of knowing-as that the predictive account
takes perception to be.
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10.4 The phenomenological route

The third account lies between the other two and shares the anti-representational instinct of
the second without its renunciation of the subject. In the analysis of everyday existence the
world is encountered first as ready-to-hand: things are absorbed into their uses, the cup into the
drinking, the door into the passing-through, and in this absorption they precisely do not appear
as objects with properties. What is most used is least seen. It is when the familiar is broken,
when the tool fails or the routine is interrupted, that the thing comes forward and is lit up as
what it was, so that appropriateness is most often disclosed at the very point where ordinary
fluency is broken off. To this the phenomenology of perception adds that seeing is never in
the first place the operation of a mind upon a representation; it is the bodily involvement of
a perceiver already in the world, prior to the division into subject and object, the flesh of the
perceiver and the flesh of the world caught in a single reversible fold (Merleau-Ponty, 1945).

The training that follows from this account is neither the inward keeping of the Buddhist
route nor the parameter-tuning of the predictive one. It is the cultivation of a wakefulness
to fallen fluency, a practice of letting the familiar grow strange so that what has sunk into
use can come forward again and be seen. Art does this, and so does the simple discipline
of stopping before a thing one uses every day and looking at it as though for the first time.
The metaphysical commitment is anti-representational but retains the perceiver’s embodiment
and being-in-the-world, and this is why the route sits between the others. It refuses, with the
Buddhist account, the picture of a mind representing an external world; it retains, against that
account, a perceiving body that is genuinely a subject, though a subject already mingled with
what it perceives. The figure of the flesh, the reversible belonging of perceiver and perceived,
is very nearly the relational coupling this paper needs, and it is no accident that of the three
routes this is the one from which the bridge to relational aesthetics will be shortest.

On this third account the morning’s remark goes unseen for a reason different again from the
heavy prior and the dividing reflex: it goes unseen because the morning has fallen into use,
because the shared breakfast has become a smooth machinery of motions in which each person
and each act is absorbed into its function, the other absorbed into her role in the morning as
the cup is absorbed into the drinking. In a morning lived wholly as ready-to-hand the remark
is not absorbed by a confident prediction nor placed by a fast verdict but simply passed over,
because nothing in the fluent machinery comes forward to be seen at all, the other least of all,
she having sunk into her use in the morning’s smooth running. What lets the remark appear
is the small breaking of the fluency, the catch in the machinery where the routine stumbles
and the other comes forward, no longer absorbed into her function but standing out as herself,
present in a way the fluent morning had kept her from being. The training, accordingly, is the
cultivation of a wakefulness that does not wait for the fluency to break of itself but lets the
familiar morning grow strange enough that the other can come forward within it, a practised
refusal to let the shared life sink so wholly into use that the one who shares it disappears into
her role. The bodily accent matters here: the seeing is not a mind’s better estimate but the
perceiver’s whole embodied involvement in the morning catching, for a moment, on the other
as a presence and not a function, and that catching is already half of the reversible fold in
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which the relational coupling will be found.

10.5 A Daoist second voice

Before turning to the conflicts, one further voice should be admitted, close to the Buddhist
route but not identical with it, and belonging to the same roots. The fasting of the heart in the
Zhuangzi, the injunction to attain utmost emptiness and hold to stillness in the Laozi (Zhuangzi,
2013; Laozi, 1963), describe a receptivity that meets things by first emptying the self of the
formed mind that would meet them with a verdict already prepared. Where the Buddhist route
emphasises the breaking of discrimination, this Daoist voice emphasises the emptying of the
self so that the thing may present itself of its own accord, 虚而待物, vacant and awaiting the
thing. The difference is one of accent rather than of doctrine, but the accent matters: the first
guards against the imposition of concept, the second against the imposition of the self’s prior
intent, and the two together mark out, from the Eastern side, both of the impositions that the
instruction to leave room is trying to suspend. The Daoist voice will return when the practical
training is described, because emptying-to-await is, of the four, the figure that translates most
directly into something one can do before an ordinary act.

10.6 A bridge: perceptual expertise

Between the predictive route and the phenomenological one lies a body of empirical work
on perceptual expertise that the section should admit, because it occupies the ground the
two share and shows the disagreement between them to be narrower, in one respect, than
their metaphysical commitments suggest. The study of expert perception, of how the trained
radiologist sees the anomaly the novice misses, how the experienced birder identifies in a
glance what the beginner cannot resolve, how the chess master perceives the position as a
structure where the amateur sees scattered pieces, establishes that perception itself, and not
merely judgement downstream of it, is transformed by training. The expert does not reason
faster from the same percept; she perceives differently, the relevant structure standing out for
her where it was invisible before, and this transformation is the lowering of a threshold, the
acquisition of a discrimination that has become perceptual rather than inferential. This is
the empirical correlate of what the paper calls the raising of resolution, and it sits between
the predictive and phenomenological routes because it can be described in either idiom: as
a learned change in the precision-weighting that lets the expert’s system register what the
novice’s predicts away, or as the coming-forward of a structure that for the expert is no longer
absorbed into an undifferentiated field. The two idioms describe, here, one well-documented
phenomenon, the perceptual transformation wrought by training, and the convergence of the
predictive and phenomenological vocabularies upon it suggests that their disagreement, real at
the level of ultimate commitment, leaves a wide middle ground where they describe the same
thing in different words.

The relevance to the cultivation of the field is direct, and it answers a doubt that might
otherwise stand. One might doubt whether the perception of a field’s appropriateness can really
be trained, whether it is the kind of thing that improves with exercise or merely a sensitivity
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one has or lacks. The literature on perceptual expertise removes the doubt by establishing,
across many domains, that perception of exactly this kind, the discrimination of a structure
that no rule specifies, recognised in the concrete and not derived, is trainable, that exposure
and exercise transform it, that the threshold for registering the relevant structure lowers with
practice. If the perception of a chess position or a radiograph can be trained from coarse to
fine, so, the analogy suggests, can the perception of a relational field, which is a discrimination
of the same kind, the recognition of a structure in the concrete that no rule captures. The
empirical work does not prove that the field’s appropriateness is trainable, since the analogy
is not a demonstration, but it establishes that perception of the relevant kind is trainable in
general, which removes the doubt that the field might be the one domain where such training
is impossible, and lends the paper’s central claim, that the perception of appropriateness can
be cultivated, the support of a wide body of evidence that perception of its type can be.

10.7 Three real conflicts

It would be easy, and false, to arrange these accounts as complementary emphases on a single
underlying process. They conflict, and the conflicts are worth stating sharply, because the
framework of this series resolves them by taking sides rather than by blending.

The first conflict concerns the site of perception. The predictive route places it inside the
cranium, as the inference of an internal model. The phenomenological route places it between,
in the bodily fold where perceiver and perceived belong to one another before they are divided.
The Buddhist route places it nowhere that the question presupposes, since the very framing
of an inside that perceives an outside is, on its account, the obscuration to be undone. These
three answers cannot all be true. A seeing that is one brain’s estimate of its surroundings is
not a seeing that occurs in the reversible fold of flesh, and neither is a seeing in which the
inside-outside structure has gone quiet. The framework of relational aesthetics has already
committed itself on this point: the perception that matters has its site in the coupling, not in
either pole. That commitment is incompatible with taking the predictive account as the whole
story, and it leans hard toward the phenomenological and the Buddhist side. The predictive
route, on pain of contradicting the concept the paper has built, must be retained as something
other than an account of where seeing is. It is retained, as the implementation section will
make precise, as the description of an observable trace, not as the ontology of the act.

The second conflict concerns what is to be suspended. The phenomenological route suspends
the usefulness of the ready-to-hand, so that the thing may come forward. The Buddhist route
suspends conceptual division, so that the seer-seen split may go quiet. The predictive route
suspends nothing in the strict sense; it rebalances, lowering the weight of the prior so that
evidence is not overwhelmed. These are different operations with different objects, and a paper
that says only leave room for the field has not yet said which suspension it means. The honest
answer is that the instruction names all three, pitched at different grains, and that the burden
of the present account is to show they are not three unrelated disciplines but three depths of one
descent: the rebalancing of the prior is the coarsest and most measurable, the de-automation
of use is intermediate, and the quieting of division is the deepest and least capturable. This
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is a claim, not a definition, and it is argued rather than stipulated. Its argument is that
each deeper suspension includes the shallower as a special case: one cannot quiet the seer-seen
division while leaving the use-absorption intact, and one cannot de-automate use while leaving
a heavily weighted prior to flatten the field in advance. The inclusion runs one way and not
the other, which is why the three can be ordered as depths rather than merely juxtaposed as
alternatives.

10.8 The hardest step: non-division grounds discrimination

The third conflict is the dangerous one, and meeting it is the labour the section exists for.
The Buddhist route demands the relinquishing of discrimination; this paper demands that the
perceiver discriminate, finely, whether the field is accumulating holonomy or spinning in place,
what here is appropriate and what is not. On its face the demand for non-discrimination
cancels the discriminating power the account needs. If to see well is to let all division go quiet,
how can to see well also be to register, with great delicacy, the difference between a coupling
that gains and one that merely turns? The objection is not a quibble. It threatens to make
the Buddhist route and the framework of this series simply inconsistent, so that one of them
must be given up.

The resolution turns on a distinction internal to the Buddhist analysis itself, and it is the
same shape as the distinction this series has drawn elsewhere between two kinds of repetition
and two kinds of trust. What the practice dissolves is the deluded discrimination, 妄分别, the
conceptual, subject-against-object sorting that overlays bare awareness with a grid of prior
verdicts. It does not dissolve, and in the developed accounts it positively makes possible, the
subtle discernment that the tradition calls the wisdom of wondrous discernment,妙观察智, the
differentiating knowledge that belongs to the awareness recovered after the deluded grid has
gone quiet. The order is the whole point. First the deluded division is let go; only then does
appropriateness show itself as it is, undistorted by the prior that would have pre-sorted it; and
the fine discrimination of good accumulation from bad is exercised upon what is then disclosed.

Non-division grounds discrimination rather than abolishing it. What contemplative prac-
tice quiets is the deluded, conceptual, subject-against-object division that pre-sorts the
field; what it makes possible is the subtle discernment of appropriateness, which can be
exercised only upon a field that has first been let appear undistorted. The perception of
holonomy that this account requires is not the survival of ordinary discrimination through
the practice but its refinement on the far side of the practice. Letting go of the deluded
grid is the condition of the finer seeing, not its casualty.

A second and harder form of the objection presses past this, and it must be met or the resolution
will seem too easy. Grant the distinction between deluded and subtle discrimination; still, the
framework asks the perceiver not merely to discern finely but to care whether the field gains
or spins, to be invested in the difference, to want the coupling to accumulate, and this caring,
the objection runs, is exactly the grasping, the abiding, the attachment to an outcome that the
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contemplative traditions name as the deepest obscuration of all. A perception that wants the
field to gain is a perception bent by desire, and a desire-bent perception is precisely what cannot
see what is, since it sees what it wishes. On this stronger form, it is not discrimination that
the practice and the framework fight over but investment, and the framework’s investment in
accumulation seems to reintroduce, at the level of caring, the very grasping the practice exists
to release.

The answer is given by the line that stands at the head of this section, and it is the most exact
possible statement of the resolution: to give rise to the heart that abides nowhere. The teaching
does not say to give rise to no heart, to care about nothing, to perceive without investment; it
says to give rise to the heart, to let the caring arise, while abiding nowhere, without fixing it
upon a possessed outcome clung to against loss. The caring the framework requires is of this
kind, or can be cultivated to be: an investment in the field’s gaining that does not grasp at a
particular result, a wanting the coupling to accumulate that does not seize the accumulation as
a thing to be had and defended. This is the difference between desiring that the field gain and
demanding that it gain in a specified way by a specified time, between a care that remains open
to what the field actually does and an attachment that has already decided what it must do
and sees only its own demand. The non-abiding heart cares and does not grasp, perceives the
field’s direction with full investment and without the seizure that would bend the perceiving,
and it is exactly this heart, caring yet unabiding, that the framework’s perceiver must cultivate.
Far from reintroducing the grasping, the resolution shows the framework’s investment to be the
very thing the teaching describes, a heart that arises and abides nowhere, and the strongest
form of the objection inverts like the first: the contemplative tradition does not forbid the
caring the framework needs but specifies its non-grasping form.

This second inversion is the same movement as the first and belongs with it. The first showed
that letting go of deluded division founds the subtle discernment; the second shows that letting
go of grasping investment founds the open caring; and both are the one counsel that runs
through every step of this paper, to generate without possessing, brought to the conditions
of perception. To see the field well is to discriminate finely without the deluded grid and to
care fully without the grasping seizure, and these two are not separate achievements but one,
the single bearing of a perception that meets the field invested and unattached, discerning and
undivided, which is what the cultivation of the beauty of perception finally trains.

If this is right, then the most threatening of the three conflicts inverts into the deepest support.
The Buddhist route does not take away the discriminating power the framework needs; it
grounds it, by clearing the prior that would otherwise have done the discriminating in advance
and badly. This is the same movement that the paper performs at each of the four steps, the
movement in which a relinquishing of grasp turns out to found rather than forbid a generation.
Here it is the relinquishing of conceptual seizure that founds the finer sight. The shape will
recur, at reception as the mirror that meets without storing, at sharing as the union that
preserves rather than dissolves difference, at reproduction as the accumulation that does not
hoard. Each is one face of the same ancient counsel, to generate without possessing and to
act without holding, read into the conditions of perception, of welcome, of the between, and of
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time.

10.9 A layered synthesis

The three routes can now be placed, each at the level where it speaks without overreaching,
and the placement uses no equals sign, because none of the relations among them is an identity
and none survives being asserted as one. The phenomenological route is taken at the level of
ontology: it gives the best available picture of what perceiving the field is, a bodily belonging
of perceiver and perceived prior to their division, and it is from this picture that the bridge
to the coupling of relational aesthetics is shortest, since the reversible fold of flesh is already
a between. The Buddhist route is taken at the level of cultivation and of metaphysical guard:
it gives the discipline by which the prior is quieted and the field let appear, and it holds the
anti-representational line that keeps the whole account from collapsing back into one brain
estimating an outside, while its internal distinction between deluded and subtle discrimination
secures the discriminating power the framework cannot do without. The predictive route is
taken at the level of implementation: it corresponds to the observable rebalancing of precision,
and an account on which seeing the field leaves a measurable signature in a system’s respon-
siveness to deviation may be read alongside the ontological and cultivational accounts without
claiming to be either. The Daoist voice runs through all three as the figure of emptying-to-await,
the posture that the practical training will name.

What holds the synthesis together is not a doctrine common to the three but the shape of their
cooperation, which is itself relational. The traditions are incommensurable in their commit-
ments and are not made commensurable here; they are each given their proper place and asked
to do only what they can, which is the seeking of common ground while the differences are
kept, the method this series has named and practised. The synthesis is therefore not a higher
theory that absorbs the three. It is an arrangement in which each is preserved as itself and
none is rendered mere material for another, and that, by the paper’s own lights, is the only
kind of synthesis that would not contradict what the paper is about.

One might object that the assignment of levels is convenient rather than principled, that
calling the phenomenological account ontological, the Buddhist account cultivational, and the
predictive account implementational is a way of avoiding their conflict by fiat rather than
resolving it. The objection deserves an answer, and the answer is that the assignment follows
from what each account is best at and worst at, not from the convenience of the paper. The
predictive account is assigned the implementation level because it is there that it is strongest
and there that its representational commitment does no harm: as an account of the observable
machinery by which a brain participates in perception, it is precise, measurable, and fertile,
and its picture of an internal model housed in a cranium is exactly right as a description of
the implementing mechanism, becoming false only when it is promoted to the ontology of the
act, which is why it is kept below the ontology. The phenomenological account is assigned the
ontological level because its picture of the reversible fold is the one that correctly describes
what perceiving the field is, a bodily belonging prior to the subject-object split, and because
that picture is the one continuous with the relational ontology the series requires; it is weakest

58



as an implementation account, having little to say about mechanism, which is why it is kept
above the implementation. The Buddhist account is assigned the cultivational level and the
office of metaphysical guard because its strength is the discipline it describes and the anti-
representational line it holds, and because its claims about the deepest structure of awareness,
while they cannot be made the paper’s official ontology without committing the paper to more
than it can defend, must be honored as the guard that keeps the ontology from collapsing into
representation. The levels are thus assigned by the fit between each account’s strengths and
the work of each level, and the assignment is principled in exactly this sense, that each account
is placed where it does its best work and kept from the level where its commitments would
mislead.

10.10 The reach and the defeat of each route

The layered arrangement just defended can seem, stated as an assignment of levels, to settle the
contest too smoothly, as though each tradition were simply handed a province and sent away
content. It is worth being blunt, then, about what each route explains that the others cannot,
and about what defeats each taken alone, because the arrangement earns its authority only if it
is built on a frank accounting of strengths and failures rather than on a diplomatic distribution
of honours. The accounting also discharges a debt the paper owes its own commitments:
holding, as it does, to a dialectical and materialist refusal to crown any theory as the final
rationality, it must show in each case why the theory cannot be the whole, and not merely
assert that it occupies a level.

The predictive route explains what neither of the others can, the graded, trainable, measurable
character of perceptual sensitivity, the fact that the registration of the field improves with
exercise in ways that leave physical traces and admit of degrees. It is the only one of the three
that connects the perception of the field to a mechanism that could be studied, perturbed,
and measured, and to discard it would be to sever the account from the empirical altogether.
What defeats it, taken alone, is the betweenness of the object it would explain. A theory on
which perceiving is one brain’s inference about its input has no resources for a perceiving whose
object is a coupling between two subjects, and when it is pressed to account for the shared
perception that relational aesthetics requires, it must either deny that the betweenness is real,
which contradicts the concept the paper has built, or smuggle in a relational structure its own
terms do not contain. Its representationalism, which is its strength as a mechanics, is its defeat
as an ontology, because the relational event it would have to represent is not in the single head
where it locates all representing. This is the precise sense in which the materialist commitment
bites: the predictive route is retained for the real work it does at the level of mechanism and
refused at the level where its representationalism would dissolve the relational reality into a
fact about one nervous system.

The phenomenological route explains what the predictive route cannot, the lived structure of
perceiving as a bodily belonging to a world prior to the division of subject and object, and
it is from this structure that the bridge to the coupling is built, since the reversible fold of
perceiver and perceived is already a between. It is strongest exactly where the predictive route
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is weakest, at the ontology of the act, and its account of fallen fluency and the coming-forward
of the broken-from gives the phenomenology of perception a precision the other routes lack.
What defeats it, taken alone, is its silence about mechanism and its difficulty with cultivation.
It describes beautifully what perceiving is and says little about how a perception is trained from
coarse to fine, offering no account of the graded improvement that the predictive route and the
literature on expertise document, and a philosophy of aesthetic education cannot rest on an
account that illuminates the structure of perception while leaving dark the very trainability that
makes education possible. Its strength is description and its defeat is the silence of description
before the question of cultivation.

The Buddhist route explains what neither of the others addresses at all, the obscuration that
perception inflicts upon itself, the way the registering of the field is veiled not by a deficit but
by the very reflex of representation, and it alone offers a discipline aimed at that obscuration,
together with the distinction between deluded and subtle discrimination on which the paper’s
hardest step turned. What defeats it, taken as the whole truth rather than as a discipline
and a guard, is its tendency, pressed to its metaphysical limit, to dissolve the very field whose
appropriateness the paper needs perceived. A doctrine on which the subject-object structure
is wholly an obscuration to be quieted threatens, at its term, to quiet also the discrimination
of the field’s generative direction that the cultivation requires, and although the paper argued
that non-division founds rather than abolishes the subtle discernment, that argument holds the
Buddhist route at a determinate point and does not follow it all the way to the dissolution of all
distinction. The route is honoured as cultivation and as the guard against representationalism,
and it is not adopted as a final metaphysics, because a final non-dualism would take with it the
discriminated field the paper cannot do without. Here the materialist commitment bites from
the other side: the contemplative route is refused the status of ultimate ontology not because
its discipline is doubted but because its metaphysical terminus would dissolve the differentiated
material field in which alone the good cycle is built.

10.11 The materialist resolution and its philosophical position

These three accountings, set together, do not yield a synthesis that absorbs the three into
a higher theory, and the refusal of such a synthesis is not a failure of nerve but the paper’s
considered position, which is worth naming for what it is. The position is dialectical and
materialist. It is materialist in that it takes the field, the coupling, the bodily belonging, and
the trainable mechanism to be features of a real world that perception is of, not constructions of
a transcendental subject nor moments of an absolute idea unfolding, and it treats the perception
of the field as a real material process with a real material object, the relational field whose
accumulation is as real as any other material accumulation. It is dialectical in that it refuses
to let any one of the three accounts stand as the whole truth, holding instead that each grasps
a real aspect, the mechanism, the lived structure, the self-obscuration, and that the truth is
the articulated relation of these aspects rather than any one of them, an articulated relation
in which each is determinately placed and determinately limited. This is not eclecticism, the
indifferent borrowing of whatever is convenient from each, because the placement is principled,
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each account assigned the level where it grasps a real aspect and refused the level where its
commitments would distort, and the principle of the placement is the materialist insistence
that the relational field is real and the dialectical insistence that no single account of a real
thing is its whole truth.

The position can be located against the alternatives it refuses. It refuses the reductive natu-
ralism that would make the predictive account the whole, dissolving the relational field into
a fact about nervous systems, because that reduction loses the betweenness that is the field’s
reality. It refuses the transcendental idealism that would make the structure of the subject’s
faculties the ground of the perceived, because that idealism loses the materiality of the field,
making the coupling a construction of the perceiving subject rather than a real relation the
subject enters. And it refuses the contemplative absolutism that would make non-division
the final truth, dissolving the differentiated field into an undifferentiated awareness, because
that dissolution loses the discriminated direction the cultivation requires. Against all three the
paper holds that the relational field is a real material structure, perceived by a real material
process, graspable in its mechanism and its lived form and its liability to self-obscuration, and
reducible to none of these. This is the materialist dialectic applied to the theory of perception,
and it is the same refusal of any theory’s claim to be the final rationality that governs the
paper throughout, here issuing not in a synthesis of the three routes but in their determinate
articulation, each doing the real work it can and none permitted to be the whole.

11. The Beauty of Practice

Perception discerns the field’s direction; practice sends the path that way. The beauty of
practice is the output face of the sensibility, the generation of appropriateness in the concrete
act, the gesture or placement or word that, in this state of the field, makes the coupling gain
rather than spin. If perception is the registration of where the field stands, practice is the
intervention that alters where it stands, and the two are distinct enough that a person may
have one without the other, may perceive the field’s flattening with great fineness and be unable
to act so as to arrest it, or may act effectively without perceiving finely what the action does.
This section develops the beauty of practice and draws, as the method requires, the analysis
of the contradiction between perception and practice, which is the contradiction this face most
directly carries, and which has a definite dominant aspect in the intimate field.

11.1 Practice: the generation of appropriateness

To practise beautifully is to generate appropriateness in the act, and this is a different ac-
complishment from perceiving it. Appropriateness, the section on the coupling mechanism
established, is the signature of a field accumulating in the generative direction, and to generate
it is to perform the act that, in this state, sends the field that way. The accomplishment is
concrete and particular, since the appropriate act is a property of the token field in its token
state, and so practice cannot be the application of a known technique any more than perception
could be the application of a rule; it is the production, in the concrete, of the gesture this field
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now requires, which must be found freshly because the state is fresh. This is why practice is
a beauty and not a skill in the engineering sense, why it is cultivated by exercise rather than
learned by instruction: what is raised is not a repertoire of techniques but a responsiveness,
the capacity to produce, in the concrete and unrepeatable case, the act that builds this field
now. The cultivation of practice is the cultivation of that responsiveness, the training of the
hand and the word to find the appropriate act as the field presents itself, and it is beautiful
in the same broad sense the whole paper has used, the sense in which the production of the
fitting where no rule specifies it is the work of an aesthetic rather than a technical power.

The point bears comparison with the acquisition of any embodied skill that meets unrepeatable
situations, the improviser’s, the physician’s, the craftsman’s, because the comparison shows
both what practice shares with skill and where it exceeds the engineering sense of the word.
The expert improviser does not apply a rule for the next phrase; she has, through long exercise,
acquired a responsiveness that produces the apt phrase as the music presents its state, and
if asked for the rule she followed she could give none, because there was none, only a trained
capacity to meet the concrete moment with the fitting act. This is practice in the sense the
section means, and the analogy holds far. But it must be qualified in one respect that marks
where the beauty of practice exceeds skill: the improviser’s responsiveness is to a musical state,
a thing without a face, whereas the field-builder’s responsiveness is to a relational state that
includes another generative subject, and the apt act is apt not to a passive material but to a
person whose own perception and reception answer it. The training of practice is therefore the
training of a responsiveness to a state that answers back, a skill whose material is a second
freedom, and this is why its cultivation cannot be the cultivation of a craft upon an inert
medium but must be the cultivation of a responsiveness within a coupling, learned only in
the exercise of coupling and not in any practice upon a material that does not answer. The
improviser trains alone with the instrument; the field-builder can train only with the other,
because the state her practice must meet is a state the other co-constitutes, which returns the
cultivation of practice, like everything in this paper, to the irreducibly relational.

This has a consequence for how practice fails, distinct from how perception fails, and worth
marking because the dialectical analysis will turn on it. Perception fails by not seeing, the
field’s state going unregistered; practice fails by not reaching, the field’s state seen but the apt
act not produced, the responsiveness lacking or misfiring so that what is perceived to be needed
is not delivered. The two failures are independent, and their independence is the content of
the perception-practice contradiction the next part analyses. A partner may see with perfect
clarity that the other needs a particular meeting and yet be unable to produce it, the hand or
the word failing where the perception succeeded; another may produce apt acts readily while
perceiving only coarsely what they are for. The cultivation of practice addresses the second
failure specifically, the failure to reach, and it is a cultivation distinct from the cultivation of
perception, the training of a responsiveness rather than a resolution, the raising of the capacity
to deliver the apt act and not only to discern it.

62



11.2 Practice is the dominant aspect, and its transformation

The contradiction between perception and practice is the secondary contradiction the method
named first, and within it, in the intimate field, practice is the dominant aspect. The reason
is that a relation is built by what is done and not by what is seen; the holonomy of a field
accumulates through the acts that send its path the generative way, and a perception however
fine that issues in no act adds nothing to the field’s accumulation. A breakfast made with full
attention builds the field; a fine perception of the other’s state that produces no answering act
leaves the field where it was. Perception matters, but it matters as it issues in practice, its
value finally cashed in the act it informs, and so in the contradiction between them practice is
dominant, the side on which the field’s accumulation actually turns. This is a correction the
tradition needs, since the tradition’s emphasis on the cultivation of perceptive taste can leave
the impression that to perceive finely is the whole of the aesthetic accomplishment, whereas in
the building of a relational field the perceiving is subordinate to the doing, the discernment a
preparation for the act in which alone the field is built.

In the contradiction between perception and practice, practice is the dominant aspect in
the intimate field, because a relation accumulates through what is done and not through
what is perceived. A fine perception that issues in no act leaves the field where it was; the
holonomy accumulates in the gesture that sends the path the generative way. Perception
is subordinate in the precise sense that its value is cashed in the practice it informs. This
dominance transforms, however, when much is done and done wrongly: in a field where
action is copious but blind, where the partners act constantly and constantly mis-act
for want of perceiving what their acts do, the dominant aspect shifts to perception, the
recovery of the seeing that would let the abundant action find its mark.

The transformation is as important as the dominance, and it is the instance the method antic-
ipated when it said the dominant and subordinate aspects reverse as the field’s state changes.
Ordinarily, in the intimate field, practice dominates, and the cultivation should weight the
doing, the production of the appropriate act, over the refinement of a perception that risks
becoming a connoisseurship of the relation’s states without intervention in them. But when
a field is full of action that misses, when the partners do much and build little because they
act without perceiving what their action does to the field, the dominance reverses, and the
work shifts to perception, since here the limiting factor is not the will to act but the sight
to act well. A field of blind copious action is not helped by more action; it is helped by the
perception that would let the action find its mark, and the dialectical reading is what tells the
field-builder which case obtains, whether the field wants more doing or better seeing, a question
answered not by a rule but by reading which aspect of the perception-practice contradiction
now dominates the field’s failure to accumulate.
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11.3 Against the over-correction toward doing

The claim that practice dominates carries a risk of over-correction that the section must guard
against, lest the correction of the tradition’s over-valuation of perception install the opposite
error, an over-valuation of doing that mistakes mere activity for field-building. The dominance
of practice is the dominance of the apt act, the gesture that, in this state, sends the path the
generative way, and not the dominance of activity as such; a field is built by the right doing and
not by much doing, and a partner who responds to the claim of practice’s dominance by simply
doing more, by multiplying gestures without the perception that would make them apt, has not
built the field but only crowded it. The dominance of practice presupposes the perception that
practice is subordinate to in the order of dependence, since the apt act is apt to a perceived
state, and so the dominance of practice is not the license to dispense with perception but the
insistence that perception be cashed in apt action rather than hoarded as connoisseurship. This
is the fine point the dialectical reading must hold: practice dominates because the field is built
by doing, and yet the doing that builds is the apt doing that perception informs, so that to
weight practice is not to abandon perception but to insist that perception issue in the act where
the field is actually built. The over-correction toward mere doing is as much a failure as the
tradition’s over-valuation of mere perceiving, and the beauty of practice is neither, being the
production of the apt act in which a perceived state is met by a gesture that builds, the doing
informed by seeing and cashed in the field’s accumulation.

This guards, too, against a misreading of the cultivation that the worked example might oth-
erwise invite, the misreading on which to cultivate practice is to drill a repertoire of helpful
gestures, to learn the things one does to build a field as one might learn a set of techniques.
The beauty of practice is not a repertoire, because the apt act is a property of the token state
and no repertoire of types reaches it, and a partner armed with a repertoire of field-building
gestures would apply them to states they do not fit, doing the helpful thing at the unhelpful
moment, the repertoire substituting for the responsiveness that alone produces the apt act.
The cultivation of practice is the cultivation of responsiveness and not the acquisition of a
repertoire, the training of the capacity to produce the act this state requires and not the stock-
ing of a kit of acts that worked before, and the dominance of practice is the dominance of this
responsiveness, the trained capacity to do the apt thing, over a perception that would discern
without doing, and not the dominance of a repertoire over a responsiveness or of activity over
perception.

12. The Beauty of Maintenance: The Metaphysics of Repetition

Perception discerns the field’s direction and practice sends the path that way, but a field is not
built once. It is built and rebuilt, turned and turned again, and the third face of the sensibility
is the capacity to keep it accumulating across this turning rather than letting it dull into routine
or spin in place. The beauty of maintenance is the temporal face, the holding of the good cycle
in time, and it is the face on which the metaphysics of repetition bears, because to maintain a
field is to repeat, and everything depends on what kind of repetition the maintaining is. This
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section develops maintenance and brings the metaphysics of repetition to the point the earlier
parts prepared, the distinction between the repetition that gains and the repetition that turns
in place, which is the distinction on which the difference between a sustained relation and a
dead one rests.

12.1 Maintenance, repetition, and the two repetitions

To maintain a field is to repeat: the same field is returned to, the same kinds of act performed
again, the same shared life lived another day. This is why maintenance is the face on which
repetition’s metaphysics bears, and why the tradition’s suspicion of the everyday, its association
of the daily and the repetitive with the dull and the dead, must be met here. The suspicion
has a basis, since one kind of repetition is exactly the dull and the dead, the mechanical re-
enactment in which nothing is added and the same is merely done again, the wheel that turns
without gaining. But this is one kind of repetition and not repetition as such. The other kind,
the kind maintenance at its best performs, is the repetition that gains, in which the field is
returned to and turned again with a difference, each turn carrying a finer perception and a
more apt practice than the last, so that the repetition accumulates rather than recurs. The
two are indistinguishable in any single return, since the same field is returned to in both, and
they are told apart only across returns, by whether the field gains altitude or stays flat, which
is the holonomy criterion brought to the temporal face of the sensibility.

Maintenance is repetition, and there are two repetitions. The bad repetition is the me-
chanical re-enactment in which the same is done again and nothing accumulates, the
wheel whose holonomy is zero. The good repetition is the return that gains, in which the
field is turned again with a difference, each turn carrying finer perception and apter prac-
tice, so that the field accumulates across returns. The two are indistinguishable within a
single return and are told apart only across returns, by whether the field gains altitude.
The beauty of maintenance is the capacity to make the return the gaining kind, to repeat
so that the field accumulates rather than recurs, which is the holding of the good cycle
in time.

This distinction redeems the everyday from the tradition’s suspicion without denying the sus-
picion its truth. The everyday is repetitive, and its repetition can be the dull mechanical kind
that the suspicion fears; the dishcloth and the daily meal can be the wheel. But the repetitious-
ness of the everyday is not its condemnation, because the same daily return can be the gaining
kind, the meal made again with a perception thickened by every previous making, the greeting
repeated with a difference that accumulates. The everyday does not have to be escaped into
the exceptional to become generative; it has to be repeated well, turned so that it gains, and
the capacity to do this is the beauty of maintenance. This is why an aesthetic education of the
everyday is possible at all, why the most repetitive and least spacious life is not excluded from
generative cultivation: because the repetition that fills such a life can be the gaining kind, and
the cultivation of maintenance is precisely the cultivation of the power to make it so.
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12.2 The craft tradition and the conditions of good repetition

An old craft text states the conditions under which repeated making produces the good rather
than the merely repeated, and it bears directly on the metaphysics of maintenance, because
maintenance is a kind of making repeated. The text names four conditions that must meet for
a made thing to be fine: the season has its times, the ground its airs, the material its beauty,
and the craft its skill (Anonymous, 2020), and only when these four are joined can the work
be good. The list is not a recipe but a statement of what good making depends on, and two
of its features are exactly what the beauty of maintenance requires. The first is that good
making is the meeting of a skill with conditions it does not control: the season and the ground
and the material are given, not made, and the craft’s skill consists in meeting them rightly,
not in overriding them. This is the structure of maintenance as the paper has described it,
the meeting of a trained perception with the state of a field it does not control, the skill lying
in the apt response to given conditions rather than in their imposition. The maintainer of a
field is the craftsman whose material is the field’s state, whose skill is the perception of what
that state affords, and whose good work is the meeting of skill with conditions rather than the
forcing of conditions to a plan.

The second feature is that good making, on this account, is repeatable without being mechan-
ical, because each making meets its own conditions of season and ground and material, which
are never twice identical. The craftsman repeats the making, but the repetition gains rather
than recurs, because each instance is the fresh meeting of the skill with conditions that have
changed, the material this time not quite the material last time, the season turned. This is the
good repetition stated as a craft ethic: the repeated making is not the mechanical reproduction
of an identical object but the renewed meeting of a constant skill with varying conditions, which
is exactly the gaining repetition of maintenance, the constant trained perception meeting the
varying state of the field, each evening’s walk a fresh meeting of the same skill with a season
slightly turned. The craft tradition thus gives the beauty of maintenance an ancient model,
the craftsman whose repeated making gains because it meets, each time, conditions it does not
control, and whose skill is precisely the perception of what those conditions, this time, afford.
To maintain a field well is to be such a craftsman, repeating the making of the field with a skill
that meets its changing state, and the good repetition is the craftsman’s repetition, gaining
because it meets rather than imposes.

12.3 Alienation and the ownership of the cycle’s yield

The metaphysics of repetition must face the strongest case for the tradition’s suspicion, which
is not the dullness of the daily but its alienation, the condition in which repetition is genuinely
deadening because it is not the repeater’s own. The case is real and the section on the repro-
ductive act met it from one side; it bears restating here as the limit of maintenance. There
is a repetition that deadens not because it is repetition but because its yield is captured, the
gesture repeated endlessly so that the holonomy it generates is siphoned to a power outside
the relation, the worker’s motion repeated for another’s accumulation, and this repetition no
cultivation of maintenance can redeem from within, because what deadens it is not the re-
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peater’s failure to turn the field well but the ownership of the field’s yield by an order that
takes the accumulation away. The beauty of maintenance presupposes that the holonomy the
maintained field accumulates returns to the field, to the coupling that generates it, and where
that presupposition fails, where the yield is captured, the failure is not aesthetic but structural,
and its remedy is not a finer maintenance but a change in who owns the cycle’s yield.

The repetition that genuinely deadens is the one whose holonomy is captured by an
external power, not the one that is merely daily. A maintained field accumulates only if
its yield returns to the coupling that generates it; where the yield is siphoned to an order
outside the relation, the repetition deadens regardless of how well it is turned, and no
cultivation of maintenance can redeem it, because what deadens it is structural and not
aesthetic. The beauty of maintenance presupposes the return of the cycle’s yield to the
field, and the political economy of the field, taken up later, is the examination of when
that presupposition holds and when it fails.

This guards the metaphysics of repetition against a sentimentality it could otherwise fall into,
the sentimentality of telling those whose repetition is captured that they need only turn their
daily labour more beautifully to redeem it. They do not, and cannot, because the deadening
of their repetition is not in their turning but in the ownership of its yield, and to tell them
otherwise would be to ask them to find beauty in their own consumption. The beauty of main-
tenance is real and it is available in the everyday, but its availability presupposes a structural
condition, that the field’s yield returns to those who generate it, and where that condition
fails the failure is to be named structurally and remedied structurally, not papered over with
an exhortation to repeat more beautifully. The metaphysics of repetition thus carries its own
political limit, the line past which the aesthetic question of how to repeat well gives way to the
structural question of who owns what the repetition produces, and the honesty of the account
requires marking that line rather than aestheticising across it.

12.4 The dominant aspect within maintenance

Within the beauty of maintenance, as within the other two faces, a contradiction carries a
dominant aspect that transforms with the field’s state, and here the contradiction is between
the freshening of the return and the steadiness of the return. To maintain a field well requires
both that the return be fresh, carrying a difference that lets it gain, and that it be steady,
reliable enough to be a return at all and not a series of unrelated novelties; a maintenance that
was all freshness would not be the repetition of a field but its perpetual reinvention, and a
maintenance that was all steadiness would be the mechanical wheel. In the ordinary case the
dominant aspect is freshness, because the standing danger of maintenance is the slide into the
mechanical, the dulling of the return into recurrence, and the work that matters is the keeping
of the difference that lets the field gain. But the dominant aspect transforms: in a field thrown
into disorder, where steadiness has been lost and the return itself is in doubt, the dominant
aspect shifts to steadiness, the re-establishment of a reliable return without which no freshening
has anything to freshen. Which aspect dominates is read from the field, the freshening in the
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field grown dull and the steadiness in the field grown chaotic, and the reading is once more the
exercise of the sensibility whose temporal face maintenance is.

The interplay of freshness and steadiness repays one further observation, because it explains
a feature of sustained relationships that is otherwise puzzling, the way the most enduring
couplings often combine a deep reliability with a continual small surprise, and the way the
loss of either is felt as a kind of death. A relation that has kept only its steadiness, that has
become wholly reliable and wholly unsurprising, is felt to have died even though nothing is
wrong, the death of the merely predictable, the wheel that turns so smoothly it is no longer
felt to turn; this is the death by excess of steadiness, the dominant aspect having swung too
far from freshness. A relation that has kept only its freshness, that is all surprise and no
reliability, is felt to be exhausting and groundless, a series of novelties with no accumulated
ground beneath them, unable to settle because nothing in it is steady enough to be returned
to; this is the death by excess of freshness, the dominant aspect having swung too far the other
way. The beauty of maintenance is the holding of the two in a balance that the field’s state
determines, steady enough to be a return and fresh enough to gain, and the art of it is the
continual small adjustment of the balance as the field drifts toward one death or the other,
adding freshness when the return dulls and adding steadiness when the return grows chaotic.
This is why maintenance is the most temporally extended of the three faces and the one most
easily mistaken for mere persistence: its work is invisible when it succeeds, felt only in its
absence, the quiet continual rebalancing that keeps a long coupling from either of the deaths
that threaten it, and that shows itself not as event but as the enduring aliveness of a relation
that has been, though it does not announce it, continually maintained.

13. Relational Aesthetics and the Cultivation of the Field

The preceding parts established a chain of grounding. Relational production requires a field;
the construction of a field is an aesthetic rather than an engineering matter; the aesthetic
and the ethical are coupled at their root. The chain terminates in a single reframing: the
cultivation of the capacity to build a generative field is what the word aesthetic education
properly names. What remains is to say what that capacity actually is, finely enough that it
can be practised. This section supplies the two instruments the rest of the paper will use. The
first is a concept, relational aesthetics, which locates beauty neither in the object nor in the
subject but in the coupling event between subjects. The second is a model, a four-step cycle of
perception, reception, sharing, and reproduction, which is not a procedure laid over experience
from outside but the minimal form a good cycle takes when it is enacted between two people
in the course of an ordinary day.

13.1 Beauty is produced relationally

The history of aesthetics has largely been a quarrel between two parties. One party locates
beauty in the object: there are proportions, harmonies, or formal properties that a thing
possesses, and to find a thing beautiful is to register a feature already there. The other party
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locates beauty in the subject: beauty names a state of the perceiver, a pleasure that claims
universality without resting on a concept, so that the judgement of taste says more about the
structure of our faculties than about the rose. The first party cannot explain why competent
perceivers disagree without lapsing into a doctrine of error. The second cannot explain why
the judgement feels answerable to the thing, why it can be corrected, why two people leaning
toward the same evening light feel they are tracking something rather than comparing private
weather.

Each party should be granted its strongest form before the third position is proposed, since the
third position earns its place only by explaining what defeats the other two. The objectivist
is strongest where beauty seems plainly to reside in the thing, in the proportion that holds
whoever looks, the interval that sounds whoever hears, and the strength of the position is its
account of answerability, of why the judgement of beauty can be right or wrong, corrected,
taught, why it is not a mere report of private pleasure. Its weakness is disagreement: if
beauty is in the object, the persistent, competent, irreducible disagreement of fine perceivers
must be error, and a doctrine that convicts half its best practitioners of error wherever they
disagree has misdescribed what they are doing. The subjectivist is strongest exactly where the
objectivist is weak, in the account of disagreement, which becomes no error but the natural
variety of differently constituted perceivers, and in the account of why beauty moves us, why
it is bound up with pleasure and feeling rather than standing as a cold property. Its weakness
is answerability: if beauty is a state of the perceiver, the felt sense that the judgement is
answerable to the thing, correctable, shared, becomes an illusion, two people who lean toward
the same light only seeming to track a common object while in truth comparing private states.
Each party is strong exactly where the other is weak, which is the signature of a missing third
term that both have approached from opposite sides and neither has reached.

The framework of this series forces a third position, and forces it not as a compromise between
the first two but as a consequence of the relational ontology that the series has carried through-
out. If the subject is itself generated in relation, and value is the holonomy accumulated along
a relational path, then the aesthetic, which we have argued is the perception of appropriateness
in a field, cannot be a property of an isolated object or an isolated subject, because neither
an isolated object nor an isolated subject is where appropriateness lives. Appropriateness is
a feature of a coupling. The same gesture, the same placement of a thing, accumulates good
holonomy in one relational state and bad holonomy in another, and there is no reading of the
gesture or the thing alone that fixes which. Beauty, on this account, is the felt registration
that a coupling is accumulating in the generative direction. It is an event between, and it is
produced there, in the between, when it is produced at all.

The third position explains what defeated the other two, which is the test it must pass to
deserve the name of a resolution. It explains answerability, the objectivist’s strength and the
subjectivist’s failure, because the coupling is a real event with a real direction, and a judgement
about it can be right or wrong about whether the field accumulates, answerable to the coupling
though not to the object alone. And it explains disagreement, the subjectivist’s strength and
the objectivist’s failure, because the coupling is between these two in this state, and a perceiver
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outside the coupling, or the same coupling in another state, may truly find otherwise without
error, the variety being the variety of couplings and states rather than of private weather.
The two leaning toward the evening light are neither registering a property of the light nor
comparing private pleasures; they are, if the moment is real, a coupling accumulating upon the
light, and their sense of tracking something together is exactly right, the something being the
coupling event their joint attention produces. Relational aesthetics is thus not a third opinion
beside two others but the position that locates beauty where both the others were reaching,
in the between that the object-party mistook for the object and the subject-party mistook for
the subject.

Relational aesthetics. Beauty is not a property of the object and not a state of the subject.
It is a coupling event between subjects, produced relationally. The aesthetic perception
of appropriateness is the registration that a relational field is accumulating holonomy in
the generative direction; such registration has its proper site in the coupling, not in either
pole taken alone.

This is a strong claim and it should be stated at its strongest, because its strength is what
does the work later. It does not say that beauty has a relational dimension, or that beauty is
enhanced by being shared. Both of those are weak claims compatible with locating beauty in
the object or the subject and then adding a social supplement. The claim here is constitutive.
The supplement is the thing. A beauty that has not entered the relational register is not yet
a beauty that this account recognises, in the way that a vow not yet spoken to anyone is not
yet the kind of vow whose causality the series has studied. This has an immediate consequence
that the four-step model will make concrete: a beauty perceived and kept inside one subject
is incomplete, and the labour of completing it, of carrying it across into the between, is not
optional adornment but the act by which beauty becomes what relational aesthetics says it is.

One clarification protects the claim from a fast objection. To say beauty is produced in the
coupling is not to say it is produced by agreement, or by two parties happening to report the
same pleasure. Coupling is not consensus. Two people can agree, in words, that a thing is
beautiful while no coupling event occurs between them; the agreement is then a pair of private
judgements laid side by side, the very side-by-side arrangement the second party to the old
quarrel mistakes for relation. What relational aesthetics requires is not concord of report but
the actual event in which a field, attended by both, accumulates in the generative direction
and is felt to do so. The later section on sharing (§15) is wholly occupied with the difference
between these two things, because the difference is where the concept earns its keep.

A second objection is more serious and must be answered, because it concerns the very cases that
the tradition of aesthetics took as paradigmatic. Surely, the objection runs, the masterwork
is beautiful whether or not anyone is in a coupling with anyone; the painting in the empty
gallery, the symphony with no one in the hall, are beautiful in themselves, and a theory that
locates beauty in the coupling between subjects cannot account for the beauty of the artwork
that no coupling attends. The objection is forceful, and the answer is not to deny the beauty
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of the artwork but to locate it correctly. The artwork is beautiful, on this account, because it
is the occasion and the trace of couplings, made to produce them and bearing the marks of
the ones that made it. The painting is not beautiful in the way a proportion is a property of
a triangle; it is beautiful in that it reliably occasions a coupling between itself and a perceiver,
and between perceivers who attend to it together, a coupling the painter built it to occasion
and built out of the couplings of his own making. The beauty we ascribe to the artwork in the
empty gallery is the beauty of its disposition to occasion such couplings, its standing readiness
to produce the event when a perceiver comes, in the way that we call a thing soluble when no
one is dissolving it, ascribing to it the disposition though the event is not now occurring. The
artwork is a crystallised invitation to coupling, and its beauty is real, the real disposition to
occasion the event in which beauty proper is produced.

This locates the museum correctly within the account and reconciles the paper’s relational
aesthetics with the tradition it displaces. The museum is not the home of a beauty that
contradicts the relational account; it is a place full of crystallised invitations to coupling, objects
made to occasion the event between a perceiver and the work and between perceivers who share
it. The tradition that located beauty in the museum object was not simply wrong but partial:
it perceived the object’s real disposition to occasion coupling and mistook the disposition for
a property complete in the object, the way one might mistake solubility for a property the
salt has in itself rather than a disposition it has toward water. Relational aesthetics corrects
the partiality without denying what the tradition perceived, and in doing so it earns the right
to move aesthetic education from the museum to the kitchen, since the kitchen is where the
coupling the museum object only occasions is actually built, the living event of which the
artwork is the crystallised invitation. The artwork invites the coupling; the everyday is where
the coupling is lived, and the aesthetic education of the everyday is the cultivation of the
capacity to build the events that the museum object could only, in its beautiful stillness, invite.

13.2 The grounds for a model, and for these four steps

If beauty is produced relationally, then the capacity to participate in its production can be cul-
tivated, and a cultivation needs a structure fine enough to be practised against. The structure
proposed here has four movements. They are not chosen for symmetry or for the convenience
of exposition. They are the decomposition of a single good cycle into the smallest sequence of
distinguishable acts by which such a cycle is enacted between two people, and the claim that
there are exactly these four, in this order, is a claim that the paper must earn rather than
assume.

The first movement is perception: the registration of what is occurring in the field, whether it
is accumulating or spinning in place, what here would be appropriate. This is the input face,
the inferential moment. The second is reception: the perceived must be let in, allowed to alter
the one who perceives, rather than held off at the level of cognition or intercepted by defence.
The third is sharing: the received must be carried back into relation, attended by another, for
only there does it become the coupling event that relational aesthetics says beauty is. The
fourth is reproduction: the shared does not dissipate but settles as a raised starting point, so
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that the next perception begins higher, finer, more able to register what before went unseen.

The four movements form a cycle that closes without returning to its origin. Perception,
reception, sharing, and reproduction return the practitioner to perception, but because
reproduction has raised the starting point, what is returned to is the root and not the
origin. The cycle is therefore not a wheel but a spiral, and its non-return is exactly the
anholonomy that the series has named as the geometric signature of a good cycle.

This is why the model is not arbitrary and not merely didactic. Its form is the form of the thing
it cultivates. A reader who has followed the series will recognise the closing-without-return as
the figure that ran through the account of poetry, the figure of coming back to the root yet
not to the origin, the Berry phase read as the formal correlate of a cycle that gains rather
than conserves. The four-step model instantiates that figure at the most intimate scale, the
scale of a single returned gesture between two people. It follows that the model can fail in
exactly the ways a good cycle can fail. If reproduction merely repeats the same, the spiral
collapses to a wheel and the holonomy goes to zero; the practice has become the bad repetition
whose metaphysics §12 examines. If sharing does not occur, the cycle never leaves the single
subject and beauty is never produced in the sense that matters; the practice has become the
cultivation of private taste, which is the old refuge of an aesthetic education that mistook a
secondary contradiction for the principal one. The model is thus not a recipe whose steps one
performs in order to succeed. It is a diagnosis of where, in a given relation at a given moment,
the accumulation has stalled.

13.3 The four steps under the generative dialectic

The model does not stand apart from the method announced earlier. The four steps are subject
to the same analysis of principal and secondary contradiction, and this is what keeps the model
from hardening into a fixed list of things one ought to do. At any moment in a relation, the
four steps are not equally weighted; one of them is the principal site, the place where the
accumulation is currently stalling and where generative attention should therefore be directed.
Which step is principal is not fixed by the model but read from the state of the field, and it
migrates as the state changes.

• When a relation has grown estranged, the principal site is sharing. Beauty is still perceived
and even received within each subject, but it no longer crosses into the between; the field
has lost the coupling event, and the labour that matters is the carrying-across, however
small.

• When a relation has grown dull, the principal site is perception. The partners still act,
still share by habit, but no longer see; the contingency that would refresh the field goes
unregistered, and the labour that matters is the recovery of sight.

• When a relation has lately been wounded, the principal site is reception. Defence is highest
after injury, and what is perceived and even offered cannot get in; the labour that matters
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is the lowering of the gate, which no amount of perceiving or sharing can substitute for.

• When a relation has stalled in plenty, the principal site is reproduction. Beauty is perceived,
received, and shared, but consumed rather than thickened, each sharing a re-enactment of
the last; the labour that matters is the turning of consumption back into accumulation.

The point of this analysis is not to issue four rules but to refuse the single rule. There is no
posture that is always the right one, no step that is always the one to work on, because the
right labour is a function of which contradiction is currently principal, and that is something to
be discerned in the particular field rather than legislated for fields in general. The discernment
is itself an exercise of the trained sensibility the paper is about. To read which step is principal
is already to perceive the field, which means the dialectical analysis is not applied to the model
from outside but is the first movement of the model turned upon the relation as a whole. The
method and the object meet here, and their meeting is one more instance of the form enacting
its claim.

The relation between the four-step model and the three beauties set out earlier should be made
explicit, since the two articulations of the one capacity might otherwise seem to compete. The
three beauties, perception and practice and maintenance, are the anatomy of the capacity, its
cross-section, the three faces a field-builder has; the four steps, perception and reception and
sharing and reproduction, are the same capacity in motion, the cycle the anatomy turns. The
two are not rival lists but the static and dynamic descriptions of one thing, and they map onto
each other in a definite way. The beauty of perception is the first movement of the cycle, the
perceiving that opens it. The beauty of practice spans the middle movements, reception and
sharing, since to receive the contingency and to carry it into the between are the doing in which
the apt act is performed, the practice that builds the field. The beauty of maintenance is the
fourth movement, reproduction, the sustaining across time that keeps the cycle turning and the
field deepening. The anatomy has three faces and the cycle has four movements because the
middle of the cycle, the doing, divides into the receiving and the sharing that the static anatomy
gathers under the single face of practice, the cycle resolving into four what the anatomy holds
as three. Neither articulation is more correct; the anatomy shows the capacity’s parts and
the cycle shows their turning, and the paper needs both, the cross-section to exhibit what the
field-builder has and the cycle to exhibit how what she has is exercised, the two descriptions
of the one capacity that the whole paper is devoted to cultivating.

This double articulation is itself a small instance of the paper’s method, the holding of two
true descriptions without forcing one to subsume the other. The anatomy and the cycle are
both true of the capacity, and neither is the description of which the other is an application;
to insist that the capacity is really three faces, with the four steps a derivative regrouping, or
really four steps, with the three faces a crude simplification, would be to settle into a single
governed description the plurality that the paper has everywhere refused to settle. The capacity
is both, a thing with three faces and a cycle with four movements, and the two articulations
illuminate it from different angles, the static and the dynamic, neither exhausting it. That the
one capacity admits two true and non-competing articulations is not a defect of the account
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but a feature of the thing, which is rich enough to be truly described in more than one way,
and the paper’s holding of both, without subordinating either, is the same fidelity to plurality
that its polyphonic close will perform at the scale of the whole.

13.4 The work of the following sections

Each of the four movements carries a body of theory, and in two of them the theory is dense
enough, and the traditions that converge on them divergent enough, that the movement requires
a section of its own. Perception (§10) gathers predictive processing, the Buddhist account of
undivided awareness, and the phenomenology of the everyday, and asks how the field becomes
visible at all. Reception (§14) gathers the ethics of welcoming the other, the psychoanalytic
account of containment, and the Daoist figure of the mirror that meets without storing, and
asks what it is to let beauty and the other in. Sharing (§15) gathers joint attention, witnessing,
and the dialogical generation of meaning, and asks how the relational is born. Reproduction
(§16) gathers the philosophy of repetition and the political economy of the reproductive act,
and asks how a cycle thickens in time without either hoarding or dulling. A fifth section (§17)
gives the implementation-level interface, the observable signatures each movement should leave
if the account is true, with the restraint that an interface is not an identity. None of these
sections is a separate doctrine. Each is one movement of a single cycle, and the cycle is the
form of the good cycle itself.

14. The Ethics of Reception

至人之用心若镜，不将不迎，应而不藏。

Zhuangzi

Of the four movements, reception is the one most easily passed over with a phrase. One says: do
not defend, let it in. Yet reception is the step without precedent in the older forms of aesthetic
education, and it is the step in which this paper’s account is most its own. The reason the
older forms lack it is instructive. Where beauty is a property of an object, there is nothing to
receive; the masterwork stands there to be appraised, and the appraiser need not be altered
by it. Reception becomes a distinct and demanding act only once beauty is relational, fragile,
and passing, the registration of a coupling that gains, for such a beauty must be let into the
one who perceives it or it does not survive the perceiving. To receive is to allow what has been
seen to alter the valuation it enters, rather than to hold it at the level of cognition or to turn it
back at the gate of defence. Stated so, reception looks passive. It is not. It is among the most
strenuous things a relational subject does, and the traditions that have studied it disagree, as
sharply as those that studied perception, about what kind of act it is.

14.1 The semantic pivot: to receive beauty is to receive the other

Reception has two senses that must be separated before their unity can be claimed. In the first
sense, what is received is the perceived beauty or appropriateness itself: the fragile, passing
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thing is let in, allowed to enter and to alter the one who perceives, rather than intercepted by
defence or held off as mere information. This is reception as a matter of aesthetic psychology.
In the second sense, what is received is the other: since the beauty of relational aesthetics is
a coupling event, to receive the beauty is at root to receive the one with whom the beauty
is jointly produced, together with that one’s irreducibility, unpredictability, and refusal of the
perceiver’s control. This is reception as a matter of ethics.

The framework of this series does not let these two senses fall apart. Within relational aesthetics
they are one act under two descriptions, because the beauty is produced precisely in the coupling
with the other, so that to let the beauty in is to let the other in, and to defend against the
other is to lose the beauty at its source. This is why an account of reception cannot remain in
aesthetic psychology but slides of necessity into ethics, and the slide is not a digression. It is
one more instance of the chain the whole paper has followed, the descent in which the aesthetic,
pressed to its ground, discloses the ethical beneath it. Reception is the step where that descent
is felt most directly, because here the thing one must let in has a face.

The same remark, and what is done with it once it is seen

Return to the morning and suppose the remark has been seen, registered as bearing
something, a slight weight the routine did not predict. Seeing it is not yet receiving it.
The hearer may, having seen, hold the remark off: note it as information, file it as the
sort of thing she says, decide how to handle it, and in all of this keep it from entering
and altering the morning, met at the level of management and not let in. Or the hearer
may let it in: allow the remark to change, however slightly, the valuation of the morning
it entered, let what was not foreseen revise what was planned, receive the small weight as
a thing that may rewrite the next hour rather than as an obstacle to it. The difference is
not in whether the remark was perceived, since both hearers perceived it, but in whether
it was admitted, and the whole question of reception is the question of what divides
the hearing that manages from the hearing that lets in. When the remark carries not
delight but difficulty, an unforeseen need or a small reproach, the difference becomes the
difference between defence and welcome, and the face in the remark is most plainly what
is being kept out or let in.

14.2 Levinas: the welcome of the other

The account that takes reception most seriously is the one that made the welcome of the
other into first philosophy. On this account the other is encountered not first as an object of
knowledge but as a face that breaks the perceiver’s self-enclosed totality and addresses a claim
that cannot be anticipated or absorbed into the categories already held. To welcome the other
is to receive what exceeds every concept I would use to receive it, and the welcome is therefore
not an act I perform from a prior freedom but a responsibility that precedes and constitutes
my freedom (Levinas, 1961). The deepest temptation, on this account, is to reduce the other
to the same, to take the face as one more item to be known and placed, and in that reduction
the otherness of the other, which was the whole of what addressed me, is lost.
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This gives the reception step its most exacting articulation. The injunction not to put the
unexpected back in its place, which the four-step model stated almost casually, is here given
its philosophical depth: to put back in place is precisely the reduction of the other to the same,
the violence by which what exceeds my categories is forced to fit them. Reception, on this
reading, is the refusal of that violence, the holding-open in which the other is let be as other,
not assimilated and not mastered. The commitment is that the ethical precedes the ontological
and that the other is absolutely prior, and the route gives the paper something it needs and
could not get from psychology alone: an account of why reception is hard that locates the
difficulty not in a deficit of the perceiver but in the structure of the encounter itself, in the
irreducible excess of the one received over every means of receiving.

14.3 Psychoanalysis: defence, containment, holding

If the welcome of the other says why reception is exacting, a second tradition says why it
fails, and what would have to be developed for it to succeed. Here the obstacle to reception is
named with clinical precision: the mechanisms of defence, denial and projection and isolation,
are exactly the apparatus by which what is unbearable is kept from entering and altering the
self. Against this stands a developmental account of the capacity that defence forecloses. In
the figure of containment, one who is able takes in the raw, unmetabolised distress that another
cannot yet bear, holds it, transforms it into a form that can be borne, and returns it (Bion,
1962); in the figure of the holding environment, a sustaining presence makes it safe enough
for what is vulnerable to come forward (Winnicott, 1965) without being either annihilated or
expelled. To receive, in this language, is to be able to contain what is not yet digested, what
may disturb the one who receives it, without immediately defending against it or discharging
it back out.

The commitment of this route is that reception is a psychological capacity, developed rather
than given, and capable of being damaged. This matters to the paper in a way that is not
merely illustrative. It supplies the mechanism behind the claim, made when the four steps were
placed under the dialectic, that reception is the principal site after a relation has been wounded:
injury raises defence, and raised defence forecloses the very containment that reception requires,
so that what is perceived and even offered cannot get in. The route also introduces, against
the most exalted reading of the welcome of the other, a needed note of mercy. A subject whose
capacity to contain has been damaged by injury is not simply refusing the other; the gate is
shut by a mechanism that the subject did not choose and cannot open by being commanded
to. The tension between this and the ethical absoluteness of the welcome is real, and it is held
for the section on conflicts rather than dissolved here.

14.4 Gelassenheit: the posture of letting be

A third figure describes not the ethics of reception nor its psychology but its posture, the
bearing of the one who receives well. It is named as a releasement, a letting-be that is neither
activity nor passivity in the ordinary sense, a comportment in which one steps out of the stance
of representing-and-calculating, the stance that frames whatever it meets as a standing reserve
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to be ordered, and lets beings be the beings they are (Heidegger, 1959). Reception, under
this figure, is the withdrawal from the posture of mastery, the loosening of the grip by which
the will would seize and arrange what comes, so that the beauty and the other may arrive of
themselves rather than be procured. The figure does not add a fourth mechanism so much as
describe the disposition that the other routes presuppose: the welcome of the other and the
capacity to contain both require that the one who receives has stepped out of the will to master,
and releasement is the name for that step. It connects, as well, to the phenomenological route
of the perception section, but its accent is different. There the letting-be served seeing, the
coming-forward of the thing; here it serves keeping, the allowing of what has come forward to
stay and to alter, without being seized.

A further phenomenological account refines the posture by describing what reception receives,
and it is worth admitting because it names a structure the other accounts presuppose. On this
account some phenomena give themselves, arrive as gifts that exceed what the receiver could
have constituted from her own resources, saturating her capacity to receive rather than fitting
neatly within it (Marion, 1997); the face of the other, the event of beauty, are given in this
way, arriving with more than the receiver brought, overflowing the concepts that would contain
them. Reception, under this description, is the receiving of what gives itself in excess of the
receiver, and its difficulty is the difficulty of receiving a gift too large for the hands held out, of
letting in what cannot be reduced to what one already had. This sharpens the welcome of the
other and the mirror alike: the other is received well when she is let arrive as the gift she is,
in excess of the receiver’s prior concepts, and badly when she is cut down to fit them, received
only insofar as she matches what was expected. The reception step, on this account, is the
holding-open of a capacity to receive more than one brought, a readiness for the given that
does not pre-limit it to the constitutable, and the failure of reception is the reduction of the
given to the receiver’s prior measure, the refusal to be given more than one had. This is the
same structure the welcome named as the refusal to reduce the other to the same, described
now from the side of what is received rather than the side of the one who receives, and the
two descriptions together fix the reception step as the admission of an excess, the letting-in of
what arrives larger than the room prepared for it.

14.5 The mirror that does not store: an Eastern principal voice

The principal Eastern voice on reception belongs to the same roots as the perception section’s
contemplative routes but speaks to a different moment, and it should not be confused with
them: there the question was how to see, here it is how the heart may meet things without
being snagged by them. The figure is the mirror. The heart of the realised person is used like
a mirror, the Zhuangzi says, neither seeing things off nor going out to greet them, responding
and yet not storing (Zhuangzi, 2013), 应而不藏. The mirror receives all that comes before
it, perfectly and without resistance, and retains nothing when it passes; the teaching of non-
abiding in the Diamond Sutra, that one should give rise to the heart that dwells nowhere,
names the same bearing from the other tradition. To receive, on this figure, is to meet what
comes without defending against it and without grasping after it, neither pushing away nor
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holding on.

The value of this voice is that it names, in a single image, both of the ways reception fails,
and they are not the same way. One failure is defence, the pushing-away, the refusal to let
the beauty or the other in; against this the mirror does not see things off. The other failure
is possession, the grasping-after, the seizing of the beauty as a thing to be had and hoarded;
against this the mirror does not go out to greet, and responds yet does not store. The Western
accounts tend to foreground the first failure, defence, and the apparatus against it. The mirror
holds defence and possession in one figure and refuses both at once, and in doing so it supplies
the term the section most needs, because the second failure, possession, is the one that connects
reception forward to reproduction. A reception that grasps and stores is a reception that has
begun to hoard, and the metaphysics of hoarding is exactly what the reproduction section must
keep the good cycle clear of. The mirror, responding yet not storing, is the figure in which
reception is already turned toward a reproduction that accumulates without possessing.

The figure repays being read clause by clause, because each of its three phrases names a distinct
discipline of reception. Not seeing off: the mirror does not push away what comes before it,
does not refuse the unwelcome image or distort the unflattering one, and the receiver who does
not see off is the one who does not defend against the remark that carries difficulty, does not
turn it back at the gate because it was unwelcome. Not going out to greet: the mirror does
not reach toward what has not yet come, does not anticipate or solicit or project the image
it would prefer, and the receiver who does not go out to greet is the one who does not seize
the remark and make of it more than it was, does not grasp the beauty and clutch it as a
possession. Responding yet not storing: the mirror answers perfectly to what is before it and
keeps nothing when it passes, and the receiver who responds yet does not store is the one who
lets the remark fully in, lets it alter the morning completely while it is present, and does not
hoard it afterward as a held thing to be kept against loss. The three phrases are three refusals,
of defence, of grasping, and of hoarding, and together they describe a reception that is total in
the moment and possessive in no moment, which is exactly the reception relational aesthetics
requires, a full admission of the other that seizes nothing.

Returned to the morning, the mirror sorts the failures the case left open. The hearer who
manages the remark, holds it off as information to be handled, is seeing it off, defending
against an image she will not let alter her; she fails by the first refusal. The hearer who seizes
the remark, makes of a small unforeseen weight a large significance she clutches, who takes the
difficult remark as a wound to be nursed or the warm one as a possession to be hoarded, is
going out to greet and storing; she fails by the second and third. The mirror’s receiver does
neither: she lets the remark in fully, lets it revise the morning while it is present, and keeps
nothing of it as a held grievance or a hoarded treasure, so that when the next moment comes
she meets it as freshly as she met this one, undistorted by what she is carrying from before.
This is the bearing that the reception step cultivates, and the case shows it to be a narrow path
between two failures that the Western accounts, fixed on defence alone, do not jointly see.
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14.6 Two real conflicts

The accounts of reception conflict at two points, and as with perception the framework resolves
them by taking sides rather than by averaging.

The first conflict sets the ethical absoluteness of the welcome against the developmental contin-
gency of the capacity to contain. On the one reading, to receive the other is an unconditioned
demand, prior to my freedom and admitting no excuse; to plead that I lack the capacity is very
nearly to evade the responsibility that constitutes me. On the other reading, the capacity to
contain is a fragile achievement that injury can damage, and to issue an unconditioned demand
for reception to a subject whose containment has been wounded is not exalted but cruel, since
it commands an opening that the mechanism of defence has shut and that no command can
reopen. The conflict is real and it carries a practical stake the paper will face directly when
it asks, in the political economy of the field, what may be required of those whom relentless
bad repetition has worn down. The resolution is not to choose one description and discard
the other but to assign them to different offices. The welcome of the other states the norm
of reception, what reception is when it succeeds, the direction in which the good lies; it is
the account of the end. The developmental capacity states the condition of reception, what
must be intact or repaired for the norm to be met; it is the account of the ground that the
end requires. The series has held this couple before, the end that orients and the condition
that constrains, and has insisted that an ethic which protects the conditions of reception is
more just than one which demands the end while the conditions lie in ruins. Mercy toward the
wounded gate is not a relaxation of the norm. It is the recognition that the norm is reached
by way of the condition, and that to attend to the condition is to serve the norm rather than
to excuse its abandonment.

The assignment to different offices can seem too neat, and a sharper form of the conflict resists
it. Suppose the wounded subject’s defence is not a damaged capacity awaiting repair but a
settled refusal dressed as incapacity, the gate held shut by a will that finds in the language
of woundedness a permission never to open. The developmental account, pressed this way,
threatens to supply an alibi: any failure to receive can be redescribed as an injury that has
foreclosed containment, and the unconditioned demand, which alone would expose the refusal,
is silenced in advance by the plea of incapacity. If every closed gate is a wounded one, the ethical
absoluteness of the welcome has no purchase, and reception becomes optional for anyone willing
to call their refusal an injury. This is a real danger and the framework does not escape it by
fiat. What it offers is a mark of the difference, drawn from the framework’s own terms: a
genuinely wounded capacity shows the signature of a capacity under repair, a gate that lowers
as the injury heals, a reception that returns as the field is tended, whereas a refusal dressed
as incapacity shows no such trajectory, the gate staying shut regardless of how the conditions
improve, the incapacity invoked anew at each occasion without ever being worked through. The
difference is legible over time, in whether the condition, attended to, yields a reception that
grows, or whether the plea of incapacity is a fixed point that no improvement of conditions
moves. Mercy toward the wounded gate is owed to the gate that is healing; it is not owed
indefinitely to a gate that uses the name of woundedness to stay shut, and the framework’s
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insistence on reading the field over time, rather than accepting a single moment’s plea, is what
keeps the developmental account from becoming the alibi it could otherwise supply.

The second conflict is the dangerous one, and it is the structural twin of the hardest step
in the perception section. The mirror responds yet does not store; the Daoist heart meets
things without abiding in them. Yet the fourth movement of the model requires that beauty
be reproduced, that the relational memory thicken, that the threshold of joint perception be
lowered by what has gone before. To thicken, to lower a threshold by accumulation, looks
exactly like storing, like the abiding that the mirror forbids. If reception must not store, and
reproduction must accumulate, the model appears to demand at one step what it prohibits at
another.

14.7 The hardest step: responding-yet-not-storing grounds healthy reproduction

The resolution turns on what kind of thing is accumulated, and it is the same distinction the
series has drawn between value that is held as a possessed stock and value that is the changed
curvature of a field. What the mirror forbids is possessive retention, the seizing of the beauty
or the other as a thing to be had, kept against loss, hoarded as a private holding. This is the
imaginary register of value, the idolised possession whose nature is to be clung to and whose
clinging exhausts what it clings to. The accumulation that healthy reproduction requires is not
of this kind. It is not a stock laid up somewhere but the raising of the next cycle’s starting point,
the changed disposition of the field, the lowered threshold at which the partners can jointly
perceive what before went unseen. Nothing is held; the curvature has changed. Holonomy
accumulates not as a thing retained but as a property of the path, and a property of the path
is precisely what cannot be stored, because it is not the sort of thing that occupies a place
from which it could be kept or lost.

Responding-yet-not-storing grounds healthy reproduction rather than forbidding it. What
the mirror prohibits is possessive retention, the hoarding of beauty or the other as a held
stock, which belongs to the imaginary register and exhausts what it grasps. What re-
production accumulates is not a stock but a changed curvature of the field, a raised
starting point for the next cycle, which is a property of the path and not a thing in a
place. Because such accumulation is not storing, it is the only kind of accumulation a
non-grasping reception can sustain; the mirror’s refusal to store is therefore the condition
of an accumulation that does not exhaust, not an obstacle to it.

So the second conflict, like the third conflict of the perception section, inverts. The mirror’s
refusal to abide does not forbid the thickening that reproduction needs; it founds the only
thickening that can go on without exhausting its source, the accumulation that gains because
it does not possess. This is the ancient counsel once more, to generate without possessing
and to bring to maturity without lording over, read now into the conditions of reception and
carried forward into time. A reception that grasped would feed a reproduction that hoarded,
and a reproduction that hoards is the bad cycle, the spiral collapsed into a clutching wheel. A
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reception that responds and does not store feeds a reproduction that accumulates as curvature,
and that is the good cycle continuing itself. The mirror, it turns out, was already a teaching
about time.

14.8 A layered synthesis

The accounts of reception take their places without identification, each at the level where it is
true. The welcome of the other is taken at the level of ethics: it states the norm of reception,
the direction of the good, the refusal to reduce the other to the same, and it supplies the reason
reception is exacting that no psychology could supply, the irreducible excess of the received
over the means of receiving. The figures of containment and holding are taken at the level
of implementation and development: they describe reception as a capacity that can be built
and damaged, they ground the claim that injury makes reception the principal site, and they
may be read alongside an observable account of how unexpected events are integrated rather
than defended against. The mirror that responds yet does not store is taken at the level of
contemplative cultivation and of metaphysical guard: it names both failures reception must
avoid, defence and possession, and it holds the non-possessive line that keeps reception from
feeding a hoarding reproduction, and through its internal distinction between retaining a stock
and changing a curvature it secures the accumulation the framework needs. Releasement runs
through all three as the posture they presuppose, the withdrawal from mastery without which
neither welcome nor containment nor non-abiding is possible.

The arrangement uses no equals sign, because the welcome of the other is not the capacity to
contain, and neither is the mirror, and to write them as equal would be to claim an identity that
none of them would accept and that the framework does not need. What is claimed instead
is an arrangement in which each is preserved as itself and asked only for what it can give,
which is once more the seeking of common ground while the differences are kept. Reception,
gathered this way, is shown to be the step at which the aesthetic discloses the ethical most
plainly, because the thing that must be let in is not a sensation but a face, and the discipline
of letting it in without defence and without seizure is, at one and the same time, the discipline
of a beauty that is produced only between.

14.9 The reach and the defeat of each account

The arrangement of reception’s accounts, like that of perception’s, should rest on a frank
accounting of what each grasps and what defeats it, rather than on a tidy distribution of levels,
and the accounting is owed especially here because the accounts of reception differ not only in
what they explain but in what they take reception fundamentally to be, an ethical relation, a
psychological capacity, a contemplative bearing.

The ethics of the welcome explains what no psychology can, why reception is exacting in
principle and not merely difficult in fact, locating the difficulty in the irreducible excess of
the other over every means of receiving her, and it supplies the norm without which reception
would have no direction, the refusal to reduce the other to the same. What defeats it, taken
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alone, is its silence about capacity and its consequent harshness. By making reception an
unconditioned demand prior to the subject’s freedom, it has no place for the subject whose
capacity to receive has been damaged, and pressed to the letter it convicts the wounded of
evasion when they plead an incapacity the welcome cannot acknowledge. Its strength is the
norm and its defeat is the absence of any account of the conditions under which the norm can
be met, which is why it cannot be the whole and must be joined to an account of capacity it
cannot itself provide.

The psychoanalytic account explains exactly what the welcome cannot, the capacity to receive
as something developed and damageable, and it grounds the paper’s most humane claims, that
injury raises defence and that reception can be cultivated and repaired. It is the account that
can be operationalized, that connects reception to observable integration and gating, and that
gives the wounded gate a mechanism and a path to healing. What defeats it, taken alone, is its
silence about the norm. It describes the capacity and its vicissitudes without telling us what
reception is for, toward what it is exercised, and a complete account of reception cannot rest
on a description of capacity that is silent about the good the capacity serves. Its strength is
the mechanism of capacity and its defeat is the absence of the norm that the welcome supplies,
the two being complementary in exactly the way that a level-account requires, the one giving
the end and the other the condition.

The contemplative figure of the mirror explains what neither of the others foregrounds, that
reception fails in two opposite ways and not one, by defence and by possession, and it holds the
non-possessive line that keeps reception from feeding a hoarding reproduction. What defeats
it, taken as a complete account rather than as a discipline and a guard, is the same limit
that defeated the contemplative route in perception, its tendency at the metaphysical limit
to a non-attachment so complete that it would empty reception of the investment the paper
requires, the caring that the non-abiding heart must still, as the perception section argued,
sustain. The mirror is honoured as the discipline that names both failures and the guard
against possession, and it is not adopted as a final doctrine of non-attachment, because a
reception wholly without abiding would be a reception without the caring investment that
distinguishes it from indifference.

The materialist resolution here is the same in form as in perception and different in content.
It refuses to crown any of the three, the ethics of the welcome, the psychology of capacity, the
discipline of the mirror, as the whole truth of reception, holding instead that reception is a real
relation with a real other in a real field, possessing at once a norm, a condition, and a discipline,
none of which is reducible to the others. It is materialist in taking the other received to be
a real other, irreducible and unconstructed, and the capacity to receive her to be a real and
damageable feature of a material subject, not a transcendental structure nor a moment of spirit;
it is dialectical in holding that the norm, the condition, and the discipline are aspects of one
real relation whose truth is their articulation and not any one of them. Against the idealism
that would make the other a moment in the subject’s self-relation, the paper holds the other’s
material irreducibility; against the reductive psychology that would make reception merely a
regulation of arousal, it holds the norm that the regulation serves; against the contemplative

82



absolutism that would make non-attachment the whole, it holds the caring investment that
reception requires. Reception is a real relation to a real other, normed and conditioned and
disciplined, and reducible to none of its aspects, which is the materialist dialectic applied to
the ethics of letting in.

15. The Birth of the Relational

独乐乐，与人乐乐，孰乐？

Mencius

Sharing is the hinge of the whole model, the step at which beauty passes from an experience
within a subject into an event between subjects. The two steps before it, perception and
reception, could in principle be completed by a single person alone, and a tradition of aesthetic
education has in fact stopped there, cultivating a refined private taste and calling the cultivation
complete. If the model stopped where they stop, it would be one more such tradition, an
education of the solitary connoisseur. What forbids the stopping is the concept the model
serves. If beauty is produced in the coupling, then a beauty perceived and received but never
carried into the between is a beauty that has not yet become what relational aesthetics says
beauty is, and the carrying-across is therefore not an optional generosity laid over a beauty
already complete but the act in which beauty is completed, in which the relational is born.
This section asks what that act is, and it finds, as the two before it found, that what looks
like a simple thing, telling another what one has seen, is the meeting-point of several traditions
that disagree about what sharing does and whether, at its limit, it preserves or dissolves the
two who share.

15.1 The semantic pivot: sharing generates rather than transmits

Everything in this section turns on a distinction that must be drawn at the outset, because
the wrong reading of sharing quietly undoes the concept the paper has built. On one reading,
sharing is transmission: I have a beauty, complete in me, and I convey it to you, so that
afterward we both possess the same thing, as one might copy a file. On this reading beauty is
presupposed as prior, private, and portable, a stock I hold and then duplicate. On the other
reading, sharing is generation: the beauty is not conveyed from me to you but produced, then
and there, in the act of joint attention, so that before the sharing there was a perception in
me and an appropriateness in the field, but the beauty as a coupling event did not yet exist
and comes to be only in the between. The first reading keeps beauty in the subject and adds
a social act afterward; it is the second party to the old quarrel with a postal service attached.
The second reading is the one relational aesthetics requires, on which beauty is born in the
sharing and not merely delivered by it.
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Sharing generates beauty rather than transmitting it. The act of joint attention does
not convey a beauty already complete in one subject to another; it is the event in which
beauty, as a coupling between subjects, first comes to be. What precedes the sharing is
a perception within a subject and an appropriateness in the field; the beauty proper, the
relational event, is produced in the sharing and has no prior existence to be transmitted.

The distinction is not verbal. The transmission reading makes the third step dispensable in
principle, a convenience for spreading a good that could have remained whole in one head; the
generation reading makes it constitutive, the step without which beauty in the relevant sense
never occurs at all. And the generation reading sets the section’s central problem, because if
beauty is generated in joint attention then we must say what joint attention is and how it differs
from two people merely reporting the same pleasure side by side, the side-by-side arrangement
that the concept section already warned is not coupling but its counterfeit. The traditions
gathered below are gathered to answer exactly this, what makes the between an event and not
a coincidence of two privacies.

The light on the wall, seen alone and seen together

In the late afternoon a particular light falls on the wall of the room the two share, a
contingency of weather and season that will not fall in quite this way again. One of them
sees it and is moved, registers its passing appropriateness, receives it. Here the cycle
could stop, and often does: the one who saw keeps it, a private beauty appreciated alone,
and the other never knows the light was there. Or the one who saw says, simply and at
once, look, and the other looks, and for a moment the two hold the light in a focus each
knows the other shares. The claim of this section is that something is produced in the
second case that does not exist in the first, and that it is not merely the first beauty now
had by two. Before the saying, there was one person’s perception of a light. After the
looking-together, there is a beauty that belongs to neither alone, a thing the two now
hold between them, which will enter the memory of the room and the relation in a way
the privately appreciated light would not. Whether this is real, and what it is if it is real,
is the question the traditions below are summoned to answer; the case is only to fix what
is at stake, the difference between a light seen alone and the same light made, by the
saying, into something shared.

15.2 Joint attention and the structure of the between

The first account comes from the study of how two consciousnesses come to share a single
attended world. Joint attention is not two people happening to look at the same thing; it
is the recursive structure in which each attends to the thing and to the other’s attending, so
that the object is held in a common focus that each knows to be common. The developmental
literature treats this triadic structure, the two subjects and the shared object bound by mutual
awareness of the sharing, as the achievement on which the distinctively human capacity for
shared intentionality is built (Tomasello, 2008); the phenomenological analyses of pairing and
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of the relation in which two are addressed as we describe the same structure from within, the
lived sense in which the object is not mine-then-also-yours but ours from the start. To share
a beauty, on this account, is to bring the field into a common focus of this recursive kind, in
which what is attended is constituted as common in the very act of attending.

This gives the section the structural answer it needs to the problem of coincidence. Two people
reporting the same pleasure side by side have not entered joint attention; each has a private
focus that happens to fall on the same object, and the recursive layer, each attending to the
other’s attending and knowing the focus to be shared, is absent. Joint attention is precisely
the presence of that layer, and it is the layer that makes the between an event rather than
a coincidence. The account also reaches forward to the implementation section, since joint
attention, unlike a private judgement, is the kind of thing that should leave a signature in the
coordination of two nervous systems, and the synchrony that hyperscanning studies look for is
at least a candidate trace of the recursive common focus this account describes. The account
is strong on structure. What it does not by itself supply is the dimension of weight, the sense
in which sharing is not only a coordination of attention but a matter of consequence between
the two, and for that a second tradition is needed.

15.3 Witnessing: the ethical weight of the shared

The second account has run quietly through this series from the beginning, in the reading of
poetry as a showing that witnesses and in the practice of witnessing that the series proposed
for its own community. Its claim is that sharing, at its depth, is mutual witnessing: you
witnessed that this beauty, this contingency, this passing appropriateness, occurred in me, and
your witnessing gives it a reality it could not have had alone. The point is not that two
observations are more accurate than one. It is that being witnessed changes the standing of
what is witnessed, lifts it from a private occurrence that one bears alone into a shared reality
that two now hold. The literature on the witnessing of suffering shows the structure at its
starkest: an experience that is not witnessed remains, for the one who underwent it, strangely
unreal, hard to integrate, and the arrival of a witness is what allows it to become an experience
that can be borne and woven in. Carried over to beauty, the structure says that a beauty
witnessed becomes a common reality of the relation in a way a beauty unwitnessed does not,
and the witnessing carries an ethical weight, the weight of not being left alone with what one
has undergone.

This raises the account from coordination to consequence, and it supplies what joint attention
alone could not. Joint attention says how the common focus is structured; witnessing says why
it matters, what is at stake between the two in the sharing, namely whether each is left alone
with experience or accompanied in it. The two are not rivals. Joint attention is the structure
within which witnessing occurs, and witnessing is the ethical dimension of that structure, the
reason the recursive common focus is not a cognitive curiosity but a thing that bears on how
two people stand to one another. Together they begin to say what the between is. What they
have not yet said is how the between moves, how the shared beauty does not merely sit, jointly
attended and mutually witnessed, but grows in the exchange, and for that a third tradition is
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required.

15.4 Dialogue and resonance: the movement of the shared

The third account insists that meaning is not held but made, and made only in the back-and-
forth of address and answer. On the dialogical view, meaning lives in responsivity; an utterance
that meets no answer is not yet fully meaningful (Bakhtin, 1981), and a meaning monologically
held, never answered, is a meaning dying. Sharing, under this account, is the answering
exchange in which the shared beauty does not stay fixed but increases, each response altering
what it responds to, so that what passes between the two is not conserved but multiplied. To
this the sociology of resonance adds a contrast that the political economy section will need:
resonance names a relation in which subject and world answer and alter one another, mutually
moved, and it is opposed to reification (Rosa, 2019), the relation of unanswered possession in
which the world is held mute and used. Sharing that resonates is sharing in which the two
are mutually moved and changed; sharing that reifies is the holding of a beauty as a mute
possession, attended perhaps, even witnessed, but not allowed to answer back and move.

The value of this account is that it supplies the section’s dynamism and so its bridge to
reproduction. Joint attention and witnessing, taken alone, might leave the shared beauty static,
a common object jointly held and mutually confirmed but unchanging. The dialogical and
resonant account makes the sharing itself a movement in which the beauty increases through
answering, and an increase through answering is already the beginning of the reproduction
the next section studies, the thickening of the shared in the exchange. Its commitment is
that meaning and beauty are dialogically generated and non-conserved, born in the answer
and multiplied in the back-and-forth, and this commitment will both feed the account of
reproduction and sharpen the conflict the section must now face, the conflict over whether the
union that sharing seeks preserves the two or dissolves them.

15.5 A sociological voice: the effervescence of the gathered

One further account belongs here, drawn from the sociology of the gathered group, because it
describes the production of a shared reality in the assembly with a precision that scales down
instructively to the couple. The account observes that when people gather and attend together,
something is generated that none brought and none holds alone, a heightened common reality,
an effervescence (Durkheim, 1912), in which the gathered feel themselves lifted into a shared
life larger than their separate ones, and that the symbols and meanings a community lives by
are forged in such moments and carried away from them as the residue of the gathering. The
mechanism is the mutual amplification of attention and feeling in co-presence: each sees the
others moved, is moved further by seeing it, and the shared movement compounds into a reality
that is genuinely collective, located in the assembly and not in any member. This is sharing at
the scale of the crowd, and its lesson for the couple is that the production of a common reality
in co-present joint attention is not a peculiarity of the intimate dyad but a general feature of
gathered attention, observed and analysed at the scale of the festival and the rite, of which
the couple’s shared moment is the smallest instance. The light on the wall, shared, produces
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between two what the festival produces among many, a common reality forged in co-present
mutual attention and carried away as the residue that thickens the relation, and the sociological
account, by exhibiting the mechanism at the large scale, confirms that the small-scale version
is no sentimental invention but the dyadic case of a documented social process.

The account also contributes a caution the section will need. The effervescence of the gathered
is morally indifferent, as capable of forging a lynch mob’s terrible solidarity as a festival’s joy,
and this is the orthogonality of refinement and justice returning at the scale of sharing: the
production of a powerful common reality in joint attention is no guarantee of the justice of
what is produced. A couple, like a crowd, can forge in their shared attention a common reality
that is generative and just, or one that is generative and cruel, accumulating beautifully upon
the exclusion or consumption of a third. The sociological voice, by showing effervescence to be
indifferent to the justice of its product, reinforces the paper’s insistence that the cultivation of
sharing, like every face of the sensibility, must carry the separate demand of justice, since the
mere production of a vivid common reality, however real and however moving, settles nothing
about whether what the sharing builds is good.

15.6 Music and the common: an Eastern principal voice

The principal Eastern voice on sharing is the oldest technology a civilisation devised for turning
private feeling into common accord, and it belongs to the ethical-political heart of the tradition
this series draws on. Music, the Record of Music says, is what is held in common, that which
makes for union (Anonymous, 1967), 乐者为同; it is the harmony of heaven and earth, and its
work is to bring hearts into a shared resonance that is concord without uniformity, harmonising
and yet not merging. Mencius asks whether the joy of music alone can equal the joy of music
shared with others, and the question answers itself, that beauty unshared falls short of beauty
that has entered the common. This voice states, more directly than any of the Western accounts,
the thesis the whole section serves, that beauty must enter the relational to complete itself,
and it states it as an ethical and political truth and not merely an aesthetic one, since the rite-
and-music tradition understood the sharing of beauty as the very means by which a common
life is tuned and a people’s disposition formed.

The voice carries two further gifts. The first is the figure of concord-without-uniformity, har-
mony that does not flatten the many into one, which is precisely the resource the section needs
for the conflict ahead, since it names a union that preserves difference rather than dissolving it.
The second is the seamlessness with which it joins the aesthetic to the ethical and the political,
so that the sharing of beauty is shown to be, from the start and without strain, the tuning of
a shared life. Where the Western accounts arrive at the ethical weight of sharing as a result,
this tradition began there, having never divided the beautiful from the good, and it thereby
confirms from the Eastern side the descent the whole paper traces, the disclosure of the ethical
beneath the aesthetic, here met not as a discovery but as an inheritance.

The contrast the tradition draws between music and rite is worth drawing out, because it states
the structure of sharing with a precision the Western accounts approach only slowly. Rite, in
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the pairing, is what differentiates, what marks the distinctions of role and station and keeps
each in its place; music is what unites, what brings the differentiated into a common accord
without erasing the distinctions that rite has marked. The two are held together deliberately,
and the holding is the whole teaching: union without differentiation would be a mere fusion, a
collapse of the many into an undifferentiated one, and differentiation without union would be
a mere separation, a society of parts that never sound together. Sharing, on this model, is the
musical moment, the bringing of the differentiated two into accord, and it presupposes rather
than abolishes the differentiation that keeps them two; the concord is concord precisely because
it is the accord of distinct voices and not the unison of one. This is the figure the section needs
against the conflict ahead, and the tradition has held it for two and a half millennia: that the
deepest union is the one in which the united remain distinct, that harmony is the sounding-
together of difference and not its dissolution.

Returned to the light on the wall, the tradition reads the saying as the musical moment.
Before the look, two persons differentiated, each in her own perception; the saying, look, and
the looking that answers it, is the bringing of the two into accord upon the light, a concord in
which they remain two who attend, the one who first saw and the one who is brought to see,
joined in a focus that does not erase which of them first found it or how differently each receives
it. The beauty produced is the accord itself, the sounding-together of two distinct perceivings
upon one light, and it is real in the way a chord is real, present in the sounding-together and
in neither note alone. That the tradition reached this without ever dividing the beautiful from
the good is why it can state, as a single thought, what the Western accounts assemble from
joint attention and witnessing and resonance: that to share the light is to tune, for a moment,
the common life of the two, an act at once aesthetic and ethical because in this tradition those
were never two acts.

15.7 Two real conflicts

The accounts of sharing conflict at two points, the second of which is the dangerous one and
the structural twin of the hardest steps already met.

The first conflict is the milder. Joint attention describes sharing as a coordination of attention,
a recursive common focus; witnessing describes it as an ethical event, the lifting of a private
occurrence into a held reality. Read as rivals, these would compete for what sharing funda-
mentally is, a matter of cognition or a matter of consequence. They are not rivals, and the
framework declines to choose. The recursive common focus is the structure, and the witnessing
is the weight that structure carries; a sharing can have the structure thinly, two attentions
coordinated on an object with little at stake, or it can have the structure freighted with the
consequence of accompaniment, and the difference between a thin coordination and a weighted
witnessing is not a difference of two kinds of sharing but of how much the same structure bears.
The framework therefore reads joint attention as the form of the between and witnessing as its
ethical charge, and assigns the dispute to a confusion of levels rather than a genuine opposition.
This is the easy conflict, recorded so that the hard one stands out.
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The second conflict cuts to the concept. The accounts of joint attention, of dialogue, of musical
concord all press toward union, the formation of a we, a common focus, a resonance in which
two are mutually moved. Yet the reception section, following the welcome of the other, insisted
that the other must be received as other and never reduced to the same, and a tradition
descending from that welcome will warn that the we is the great solvent of otherness, that
shared attention shades into fusion, dialogue into echo, resonance into a chamber in which each
hears only a confirmation of self, and that the union sharing seeks may be the very dissolution
of the difference on which relation depends. If sharing aims at union, and union dissolves the
two, then sharing at its limit destroys what relational aesthetics requires, a beauty produced
between two who remain two.

15.8 The hardest step: sharing is grounded in the preservation of difference

The resolution requires distinguishing two unions that the word conceals, and it is the same
shape as the distinctions that resolved the earlier conflicts. One union is fusion, the collapse of
two into one, in which difference is dissolved and what remains is a single enlarged self mistaking
its own echo for an other. The other is concord, the harmony named in the musical tradition as
union-without-uniformity, in which two remain two and precisely thereby can answer, resonate,
and witness one another. Fusion cannot witness, because there is no longer a second to witness
the first; it cannot answer, because answering requires an other who is not already oneself;
it cannot resonate, because resonance is the mutual movement of two and not the ringing of
one. The very phenomena the accounts of sharing describe, the recursive focus that requires
two attendings, the answer that requires an addressee, the resonance that requires two poles,
are possible only between two who are not fused. Fusion would abolish the conditions of the
sharing it was mistaken for.

Sharing is grounded in the preservation of difference, not in its dissolution. The union
that sharing seeks is concord, in which two remain two and thereby can attend to one
another’s attending, answer one another, and witness one another; it is not fusion, in
which two collapse into one and the conditions of the sharing are abolished. To be
witnessed confirms that I and the other are two, for a witness is precisely a second who
is not the first. Healthy sharing therefore confirms otherness rather than consuming it,
and the deepest sharing is the moment at which the difference between the two is most
fully held.

An objection arises from the side of love’s own self-understanding, because lovers have always
spoken of fusion as the height of union, of becoming one, of the dissolution of the boundary
between two into a single shared being, and a theory that makes the preservation of difference
the condition of sharing seems to deny what lovers most prize, the merging they take to be love’s
summit. The objection has the weight of a long tradition of erotic and mystical speech behind
it, and it cannot be met by simply preferring difference to union. It is met by distinguishing
the experience of fusion from its reality. Lovers do experience, in certain moments, something
they describe as fusion, a heightened sense of union in which the boundary seems to dissolve,
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and the experience is real and precious and not to be denied. But the experience of boundary-
dissolution is not the actual collapse of two into one, and the account can honor the experience
while denying the metaphysics the objection draws from it. What occurs in the prized moment
is not that two become one, which would abolish the very relation the lovers are in and leave
a single being with no one to love, but that two who remain two reach a concord so complete
that the experience of it feels like dissolution, a union so deep that it is felt as oneness though
it remains, in reality, the concord of two. The feeling of fusion is the phenomenology of a
profound concord, not the metaphysics of an actual merging, and the account claims only that
the reality is concord, however the experience describes itself.

This matters practically and not only theoretically, because the belief that love aims at actual
fusion does damage that the distinction prevents. A lover who believes union means becoming
one will experience the other’s persistent difference, her irreducible otherness, as a failure of love,
an obstacle to the fusion that love is supposed to achieve, and will press toward a merging that,
were it achieved, would destroy the relation by destroying one of its terms. The belief in fusion
as love’s aim licenses the absorption of one by the other under the name of love’s fulfilment, the
swallowing of the other’s difference as the overcoming of a barrier, and this is the possessive
sharing the section warned against, dressed now in the language of love’s highest aspiration.
The distinction between the experience of fusion and the reality of concord guards against this,
by showing that the prized moment is the depth of concord and not the achievement of merging,
so that the other’s persistent difference is not the obstacle to union but its condition, the very
thing that makes the concord a concord of two and not the solitude of one. To love well, on this
account, is to seek the depth of concord that feels like fusion while honoring the difference that
fusion would destroy, and the objection from love’s self-understanding, met this way, confirms
rather than refutes the preservation of difference, since what love prizes is correctly understood
as a concord so deep it feels like oneness, and a concord requires the two that fusion would
abolish.

So the second conflict, like its twins in the perception and reception sections, inverts. The
union sharing seeks does not threaten the otherness the reception section guarded; rightly
understood as concord rather than fusion, it requires and confirms that otherness, since every
phenomenon that makes sharing an event presupposes two who remain distinct. The seeking
of common ground while the differences are kept, which this series has named as its method,
is here shown to be not a procedural preference but the very structure of healthy sharing: the
common ground is the shared field, and the kept differences are the two who must remain two
for the field to be shared at all. The hardest step of this section is therefore the same counsel
once more, to bring into harmony without lording over and to unite without absorbing, read
into the conditions of the between. A sharing that fused would be a sharing that possessed,
one self swallowing the other under the name of love; a sharing that holds the difference is a
sharing that generates, two who remain two producing between them a beauty neither could
hold alone.
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15.9 A layered synthesis

The accounts of sharing take their places without identification. Joint attention is taken at
the level of structure: it gives the form of the between, the recursive common focus that dis-
tinguishes an event from a coincidence of privacies, and it reaches toward the implementation
section as the candidate for an observable trace. Witnessing is taken at the level of ethics: it
gives the weight the structure carries, the lifting of the private into a held reality, the conse-
quence of accompaniment against abandonment. Dialogue and resonance are taken at the level
of dynamics: they give the movement by which the shared increases through answering, the
bridge along which sharing passes into reproduction, and the contrast of resonance with reifica-
tion that the political economy will need. The musical tradition is taken as the principal voice
that states the thesis directly and supplies the figure of concord-without-uniformity, joining
the aesthetic to the ethical and political without a seam. None is written as equal to another,
because the form of the between is not its ethical charge, and neither is its dynamism, and to
assert their identity would claim a structure none of them has.

What the synthesis shows is that sharing is the step at which relational aesthetics passes from a
thesis about beauty into a visible event, and at which the method of the whole series, common
ground with kept difference, is revealed as the inner structure of that event rather than a stance
taken toward it. The between is born when two who remain two bring a field into a focus each
knows to be shared, witness in one another the appropriateness that occurs there, and answer
one another so that what occurs increases. That is the birth of the relational, and with it
beauty becomes, at last, the coupling event the concept named, no longer a perception held in
one subject but a thing produced and alive between two.

15.10 The reach and the defeat of each account

The accounts of sharing differ in what aspect of the between they grasp, and a frank accounting
of their reach and their failure is owed before the layered arrangement can claim authority.

The account of joint attention explains the structure of the between, the recursive common
focus that distinguishes a shared event from a coincidence of two privacies, and it alone among
the accounts connects sharing to something that could be observed, the inter-brain coupling
that a measure spanning two nervous systems might detect. What defeats it, taken alone, is
its silence about why the between matters. It gives the form of sharing and not its weight,
describing the recursive structure without saying what is at stake in it between the two, and
a structure described without its stakes is a cognitive curiosity rather than the consequential
event sharing is. Its strength is the form and its defeat is the silence about consequence.

The account of witnessing explains exactly the consequence that joint attention omits, why the
between matters, what is at stake in being accompanied rather than left alone with experience,
and it raises sharing from a coordination to an ethical event. What defeats it, taken alone, is
its thinness about structure and dynamics. It says that being witnessed changes the standing
of what is witnessed but says little about the recursive structure that makes witnessing possible
or the exchange through which the witnessed beauty grows, and an account of sharing cannot

91



rest on the ethical weight alone, needing the structure that joint attention supplies and the
dynamics that the dialogical account supplies. Its strength is the weight and its defeat is the
need for the form and the movement it does not provide.

The dialogical and sociological accounts explain the dynamics that the other two omit, the
movement by which the shared beauty increases through answering and the mechanism by
which co-present attention amplifies into a common reality, and they supply the bridge to
reproduction and the caution that the common reality forged in sharing is morally indifferent.
What defeats them, taken alone, is their indifference to the justice of what is produced, the
effervescence of the gathered being as available to the mob as to the festival, so that they
describe the production of a vivid common reality without distinguishing the just from the
unjust production, which is why they must be bounded by the orthogonality the paper insists
on. Their strength is the dynamics and their defeat is the silence about justice that the
orthogonality must supply.

The materialist resolution holds that sharing is a real event between two real subjects in a real
field, possessing at once a structure, an ethical weight, and a dynamics, and that the production
of the common reality is a real material process whose justice is a further real question not
settled by its vividness. It refuses to crown the structure, the weight, or the dynamics as the
whole, holding each to be an aspect of one real event whose truth is their articulation. It is
materialist in taking the between to be a real relation producing a real common reality, not
a construction of either subject nor an appearance of an absolute; it is dialectical in holding
the structure, the weight, and the dynamics to be aspects whose articulated relation is the
truth of sharing. Against the idealism that would make the we a moment of one subject’s
self-relation, it holds the real difference of the two that concord preserves; against a reductive
account that would make sharing mere behavioural coordination, it holds the ethical weight of
witnessing; against an account that would celebrate the common reality without judging it, it
holds the orthogonal question of justice. Sharing is the real production of a common reality
between two who remain two, structured and weighted and dynamic and answerable to justice,
and reducible to none of these, which is the materialist dialectic applied to the birth of the
relational.

16. Repetition without Return

苟日新，日日新，又日新。

The Great Learning

The fourth movement completes the cycle and is the one most liable to be misread, because the
word that names it carries two opposite meanings and the whole account depends on holding
them apart. Reproduction can mean the making-again of the same, the duplication that runs
an identical operation a second time, and in that meaning it is the mark of the mechanical, the
assembly line, the labour of the one condemned to roll the same stone forever. Reproduction can
also mean the thickening by which what was shared settles as a raised starting point, so that the
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next perception begins higher and finer, and in that meaning it is the very accumulation that
distinguishes a good cycle from a wheel. The fourth step is reproduction in the second sense and
not the first, and the labour of this section is to say, with precision, what divides them, since
they can look identical from outside and the difference between them is the difference between
a life that gains and a life that merely turns. This is where the metaphysics of repetition,
which the earlier treatment of maintenance opened, is brought to its formal point, and where
the political economy of the reproductive act, which the next part will take up, is first joined
to it.

16.1 The semantic pivot: reproduction returns to the root, not the origin

The distinction the section needs is the one this series has carried as its central geometric figure.
To reproduce, in the sense the model requires, is not to repeat the identical but to return to
the root without returning to the origin. The cycle closes; perception, reception, sharing, and
reproduction bring the practitioner back to perception. But because the sharing has settled
as a changed disposition of the field, what is returned to is not the point of departure. The
threshold of joint perception has been lowered; the partners can now register what before went
unseen; the starting point of the next cycle has been raised. The closing-without-returning is
the anholonomy the series has named throughout, the gain that a cycle accumulates precisely
by not coming back to where it began, and reproduction is the name, at this most intimate
scale, for the settling of that gain.

Reproduction returns to the root and not to the origin. The good cycle closes, bringing
the practitioner back to perception, but the starting point has been raised by what the
previous cycle settled, so that what is returned to is the root and not the origin. Re-
production in the required sense is this raising of the starting point, the anholonomy of
the intimate cycle; reproduction in the degenerate sense is the closing of the cycle upon
its own origin, the wheel whose holonomy is zero. The two are indistinguishable in any
single act and are told apart only by whether the next cycle begins higher.

This pivot fixes the criterion the section will use throughout, and it is a criterion in the dy-
namical sense and not the evaluative one. Whether a given repetition is good or degenerate
is not read from how the act looks, since the same gesture serves both, but from whether ac-
cumulation occurs across cycles, whether the spiral gains altitude or the wheel turns in place.
The criterion is the one the series proposed for cycles in general, here brought to the scale of
a single returned gesture between two people, and the traditions gathered below are gathered
to deepen it, to say in their several languages what makes a repetition gain rather than turn.

The same walk, on the hundredth evening

The two have a walk they take in the evening, the same streets, the same turning, the
same return. On the hundredth evening it is, to all appearance, the walk it was on
the first: the same route, the same length, the same hour. Yet two hundredth evenings
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are possible, and they are not the same evening. On the one, the walk has become a
track worn smooth, a motion performed because it is performed, each evening a copy
of the last, the streets no longer seen, the company no longer met, the walk a wheel
that turns because it has always turned. On the other, the hundredth walk is thick with
the ninety-nine, the same turning met with a perception deepened by every previous
turning, a small new thing seen because so much has been seen before, the company
known more finely for the hundred evenings of knowing, so that the walk gains, the field
it builds accumulating across the evenings rather than flattening. The route is identical;
the repetition is opposite. What divides the deadening walk from the deepening one is
the whole question of reproduction, and it cannot be read from the route, which is the
same, but only from whether the hundredth evening begins higher than the first.

16.2 The two repetitions

The first body of theory is the philosophical analysis of repetition itself, and it converges, from
two directions, on the very distinction the pivot drew. One line opposes a backward repetition,
the recollection that retrieves what already was, to a forward repetition that produces the
new in the form of the again, a repetition by which what is repeated is not retrieved but
renewed and gained (Kierkegaard, 1843), taken up into a future rather than recovered from
a past. Reproduction in the model’s sense is forward in just this way: the shared beauty is
not retrieved unchanged but taken up so that the relation gains, and the gain is what makes
the again a thickening rather than a recovery. A second line distinguishes a bare repetition
of the identical, which is the mechanical and the dead, from a repetition that always carries
difference, in which what returns returns differently and the difference is productive (Deleuze,
1968); on this analysis the mechanical same is the degenerate limit of a repetition whose truth
is the carrying of difference. Both lines give philosophical standing to the distinction between
the spiral and the wheel, and both may be read alongside the holonomy criterion without
being identified with it, since a literary or metaphysical analysis of repetition and a dynamical
measure of path-dependent gain are not the same thing and are not made the same by agreeing.

What these analyses contribute is the demonstration that the good repetition is not a special
achievement laid over ordinary repetition but the truth of repetition itself, of which the mechan-
ical same is the falling-away. This matters to the paper’s politics as much as its metaphysics,
because it means that the bad repetition, the wheel, is not the natural state of the everyday
from which beauty must rescue it, but a degeneration of the everyday’s own generative ten-
dency, a degeneration with causes that the next account locates. The everyday does not have
to be redeemed from repetition. It has to be kept from the degeneration of its repetition, and
the difference between those two tasks is the difference between an aesthetic education that
despises ordinary life and one that recovers it.
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16.3 The political economy of the reproductive act

The word reproduction does not come without its history, and the section would be evading
its most serious question if it did not hear, in the term, the analysis of social and laboring
reproduction that the term carries. That analysis asks under what conditions the making-
again of life becomes the alienated making-again of the same, the worker’s gesture repeated
for another’s accumulation, the stone rolled for a purpose that is never the roller’s own. Set
beside the intimate cycle, the question becomes sharp and unavoidable: what distinguishes the
reproductive act that alienates, the gesture endlessly repeated so that holonomy is siphoned
off to a power outside the relation, from the reproductive act that accumulates, the gesture
finely adjusted again and again so that the holonomy settles into the relation itself. The two
are formally alike. Both are repetitions, both are labour, both make again. They differ in
the destination of what the labour produces, in whose field gains the curvature, in whether
the accumulation returns to those whose coupling generated it or is captured by an order that
owns the channel of its production.

What makes a reproductive act alienated is not repetition but the capture of its holonomy
by an external power. A gesture repeated for another’s accumulation and a gesture finely
adjusted for the relation’s own thickening are formally alike as repetitions; they differ in
whether the accumulated value returns to the coupling that generated it or is siphoned to
an order outside it. Alienation is therefore not a property of the everyday’s repetitiousness
but of the ownership of its yield, and the same act is bad repetition or good according to
where its holonomy goes.

This is the section’s guard against its own worst temptation, the temptation to preach a serene
aesthetics of the dishcloth to people whose repetition is not theirs to shape. It locates the
difference between good and bad repetition not in the inwardness of the laborer, as though the
worn-down had only to find beauty in their toil, but in the structure of ownership that decides
where the holonomy of their labour goes. The cause this account names, the capture of the
cycle’s yield by an external power, is the same cause the series identified as the most insidious
of the external sources of estrangement, the bleeding of a possessive order into a generative
one, and it will be carried directly into the political economy of the field, where the question
of who has the leisure and the standing to shape their own repetition is met without evasion.

16.4 An anthropological voice: ritual and the cultivation of repetition

The study of ritual offers a third account of how repetition is made to gain rather than dull, and
it is worth admitting because it describes, at the scale of cultures, a technology for exactly the
good repetition the section theorises. Ritual is repetition deliberately cultivated: the same acts
performed again on the recurring occasion, the same words said, the same gestures made, and
yet the developed traditions of ritual are emphatic that the repetition is not to be mechanical,
that the rite performed by rote is a dead rite, and that the living rite is the one entered freshly
each time, the same form filled with a present attention that makes the hundredth performance
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more than the first. The anthropological literature describes the means by which traditions
guard their rituals against the slide into rote, the framing that marks the ritual time as set apart
and so demands a heightened attention, the small variations that keep the form from becoming
wholly predictable, the investment of the repeated act with a significance that rewards fresh
attention. These are cultural technologies of good repetition, devices by which a community
keeps its repeated forms gaining rather than dulling, and they model, at the scale of the culture,
what the beauty of maintenance performs at the scale of the couple. The shared evening walk,
the daily greeting, the repeated meal are the couple’s rituals, and the means by which they
are kept fresh, the attention that enters them as set apart, the small variations that keep them
from rote, the significance with which they are invested, are the dyadic versions of the cultural
technologies the study of ritual describes.

The voice contributes a specific insight the other accounts lack, that good repetition is often not
spontaneous but cultivated by form, that the freshness of the repeated act is frequently secured
precisely by a structure deliberately maintained, the ritual frame that demands attention rather
than leaving it to arise. This corrects a possible misreading of the beauty of maintenance, the
misreading on which good repetition would be a matter of spontaneous feeling, the partners
simply happening to bring fresh attention to the repeated act. The anthropology of ritual
suggests otherwise, that the freshness of repetition is often the achievement of a form that
secures it, a structure the partners maintain precisely in order that their repetition shall gain,
and that the cultivation of maintenance may therefore include the deliberate making of small
rituals, forms set apart and invested with significance, whose function is exactly to keep the
repeated act from dulling. Good repetition, on this account, is not only a spontaneous freshness
but sometimes a cultivated one, secured by forms the partners build for the purpose, and the
beauty of maintenance includes the craft of building such forms, the small domestic rituals
whose office is to make the daily return the gaining kind.

16.5 Sedimentation and renewal: an Eastern principal voice and a phenomenological
one

The last body of theory concerns how reproduction accumulates in time without becoming
a hoarded stock, and here an Eastern voice and a phenomenological one speak to the same
point. The phenomenological account describes how the passing present is retained and carried
forward, how experience sediments into a sedimented ground that is not a store of objects but a
changed disposition out of which the next experience arises. The accumulation of the good cycle
is sedimentation in this sense: not a treasury of kept beauties but a settled ground that raises
the next beginning, which is exactly the changed curvature the reception section distinguished
from a possessive stock. The Eastern voice gives the same accumulation its ethical accent. The
injunction of daily renewal, if truly renewed for a day, then day after day renewed (Anonymous,
1971), and again renewed, names a repetition that is not the recurrence of the same but the
unceasing freshening of the same matter, the same ordinary act made new each time. Daily
renewal is good repetition stated as a discipline of life: not the seeking of ever-new objects,
which is the exhaustion the next part diagnoses as the consumption of beauty, but the renewing
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of the same daily thing so that it thickens rather than dulls.

The provenance of the injunction sharpens its meaning. The words are recorded as an inscrip-
tion on a washing vessel, a basin used daily for an act as ordinary and as repetitive as any in
a life, and the placing of the maxim there is itself the teaching: the renewal it commands is
to be found in the most repeated and least exalted of daily acts, the daily washing, and not
in some exceptional occasion of renewal set apart from ordinary life. To inscribe make it new,
day by day, on the basin one uses every morning is to say that the newness is the newness
of the same daily thing, the same washing renewed rather than replaced, and that the site of
renewal is exactly the repetitive everyday the tradition might have been expected to despise.
This is the doctrine of good repetition fixed to its humblest possible object, and it confirms
from the Eastern side the whole orientation of this paper: that the renewal which keeps a life
from dulling is not the escape from the daily and repetitive into the novel and exceptional,
but the freshening of the daily and repetitive itself, the basin made new each morning by the
manner of its use rather than by its replacement with a finer basin. The walk on the hundredth
evening is renewed in just this sense, made new not by a new route but by the freshening of
the same route, which is the only renewal a repetitive life affords and, the inscription insists,
the only one it needs.

The two voices together resolve a worry the reception section deliberately left standing, the
worry that accumulation must mean storing and so must violate the mirror that does not
abide. Sedimentation is accumulation that does not store, because what settles is not a stock
in a place but the raised ground of the next arising; daily renewal is repetition that does not
dull, because what returns is freshened rather than recurred. The accumulation reproduction
requires is therefore exactly the non-possessive, non-dulling accumulation these voices describe,
the settling of curvature and the freshening of the same, and this is why responding-yet-not-
storing, far from forbidding reproduction, was already its condition. The mirror was a teaching
about time, and these voices say what the teaching, carried into time, becomes: a ground that
rises without being hoarded and a sameness that is made new without being merely repeated.

16.6 Two real conflicts

The accounts of reproduction conflict at two points, and the second closes the figure that has
run through all four sections.

The first conflict reprises, at the level of time, the tension the reception section met: ac-
cumulation against non-abiding. The philosophical and phenomenological accounts speak of
thickening, sedimentation, a raised ground, a gain carried forward; the contemplative voice
that governed reception spoke of a mirror that retains nothing. Stated baldly the two seem to
demand opposite things, that reproduction lay up and that nothing be laid up. The resolution
was prepared in the reception section and is completed here: what the mirror forbids is the
possessive stock, the beauty seized and kept in a place against loss, and what reproduction
accumulates is not a stock but a changed curvature, a ground that has risen, a threshold that
has lowered. These are not the same kind of thing, and only the first is storing. Sedimentation
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and daily renewal name precisely the accumulation that is not a hoard, the settling of disposi-
tion and the freshening of the same, so that the conflict between accumulation and non-abiding
dissolves once it is seen that the accumulation in question was never of the kind non-abiding
forbids. The mirror and the rising ground are consistent because one speaks of what must
not be grasped and the other of what cannot be grasped, the curvature of a path being no
candidate for a hoard.

The second conflict is the gravitational one, the pull of the wheel. Even granting the distinction
between good and degenerate repetition, the degenerate is not a remote possibility but a
constant tendency; repetition slides toward the mechanical, the shared dulls into routine, the
spiral loses altitude and flattens toward the wheel. If this drift is the natural fate of repetition,
then the good cycle is at best a temporary victory against an entropy that will reclaim it, and
reproduction, the step that was to secure accumulation, is forever undermined by the very
repetitiousness it requires. The conflict is not idle. Anyone who has watched a shared life
dull into habit knows the pull is real, and an account that merely asserted the good repetition
without facing the drift toward the bad would be sentimental in exactly the way the paper has
tried not to be.

16.7 The hardest step: reproduction is fed by the prior three and so closes the cycle

The resolution to the second conflict is the one that completes the model, and it turns on
seeing that reproduction is not a step performed alone. The drift toward the wheel is real
for any repetition considered in isolation, a making-again with no fresh input, and such a
repetition does flatten, because nothing enters it to renew what it repeats. But reproduction
in the model is not an isolated making-again. It is the fourth movement of a cycle whose first
three movements feed it: each turn of the spiral is renewed by a fresh perception that sees
what before went unseen, a reception that lets the new alteration in, a sharing that generates
between the two a beauty that did not exist before. The thickening of reproduction is not
the step’s own solitary achievement, a stock it builds by repeating; it is the settling of what
the prior three steps have freshly produced this turn. Reproduction flattens toward the wheel
exactly when the prior three have ceased, when nothing new is perceived, received, or shared,
and the making-again runs on empty. It gains altitude exactly when they continue, when each
turn carries new contingency in.

Reproduction does not secure accumulation on its own and cannot. It thickens only insofar
as the prior three movements continue to feed it, a fresh perception, a new reception, a
generated sharing, on each turn; deprived of them it runs on empty and flattens toward
the wheel. The health of reproduction is therefore not a property of the fourth step but
a function of whether the first three are still occurring. This is what closes the four
movements into a cycle rather than a line: reproduction returns not to a stored deposit
but to perception, and the return is alive only if perception is alive. The drift toward the
wheel is resisted not by working harder at reproduction but by keeping the cycle turning.
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An objection follows immediately and must be met, because it threatens to dissolve the fourth
step altogether. If reproduction thickens only insofar as the prior three feed it, if its health is a
function of whether perception, reception, and sharing are occurring, then reproduction seems
to be nothing in its own right, a mere name for the settling of what the other three produce,
and not a distinct movement at all. The model, on this objection, has not four steps but three,
with reproduction a redundant label for their result. The objection would hold if reproduction
were merely the passive deposit of the prior three, but it is not, and the distinction is precise.
Reproduction is the distinct movement by which what the prior three produce is allowed to
settle as a raised starting point rather than dissipating, and this allowing is itself an act, distinct
from the perceiving and receiving and sharing whose product it settles. The prior three can
occur and their product can still fail to settle, dissipating instead of raising the next beginning,
and what makes the difference is reproduction, the distinct movement of letting the produced
beauty thicken into the field rather than pass and be lost. A couple may perceive, receive, and
share a beauty and then let it dissipate, treat it as a passing pleasure complete in itself, and in
that case the prior three occurred and reproduction did not, the beauty had and not settled.
Reproduction is the distinct act of settling, the turning of a passing event into a raised ground,
and it is no more redundant for depending on the prior three than a harvest is redundant for
depending on the growing, the harvest being the distinct act without which the growing yields
nothing kept. The fourth step depends on the first three and is not reducible to them, because
the settling it performs is an act the others do not contain, the act by which their product is
made to thicken rather than pass.

This deepens rather than dissolves the closing of the cycle, because it shows reproduction
to be both dependent and distinct, the movement that both requires the prior three and
adds to them the settling without which they would yield no accumulation. The cycle closes
through reproduction not because reproduction passively receives the prior three but because
reproduction actively settles their product into the raised ground that the next perception
begins from, and this active settling is the hinge on which the line becomes a cycle, the point at
which what was produced is turned back into a condition for what will be produced. Without
the fourth step the first three would be a line, producing beauties that dissipate; with it
they are a cycle, producing beauties that settle into a ground that raises the next production.
Reproduction is thus the distinct movement that makes the difference between a line and a
cycle, dependent on the prior three for its material and distinct from them in the settling it
performs, and the model has four steps and not three because the settling is an act and not a
mere result.

With this the figure that has organised the whole account completes itself. Each of the four
sections met a conflict that threatened the model, and each conflict inverted on the same dis-
tinction, between a grasp that possesses and a generation that does not: non-division grounding
discrimination, responding-yet-not-storing grounding accumulation, the preservation of differ-
ence grounding union, and now the feeding of reproduction by the living prior steps grounding
the cycle’s gain against the wheel. The four are not four lessons but one, the ancient counsel
to generate without possessing and to bring to maturity without lording over, traced through
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perception, welcome, the between, and time. And the fourth completes the others, because it
is the one that shows the model to be a cycle, returning to its root and not its origin, so that
the form of the four steps is the very form of the good cycle they were meant to cultivate. The
account, at its close, enacts what it describes; the paper, like the poetry the series took as its
first paradigm, is built in the shape of its own claim.

16.8 A layered synthesis

The accounts of reproduction take their places without identification. The philosophical analy-
ses of repetition are taken at the level of metaphysics: they give the standing of the distinction
between the spiral and the wheel, the forward repetition that gains against the backward one
that retrieves and the differential repetition against the mechanical same, and they may be
read alongside the holonomy criterion without being collapsed into it. The political economy
of the reproductive act is taken at the level of conditions and justice: it gives the cause of
degeneration that lies outside the laborer, the capture of the cycle’s yield by an external power,
and it guards the account against preaching inwardness to the dispossessed. Sedimentation and
daily renewal are taken at the level of temporal structure and of cultivation: they give the form
of an accumulation that does not hoard and a repetition that does not dull, and they resolve
the standing worry that accumulation must violate non-abiding. None is written as equal to
another, because a metaphysics of repetition, an analysis of ownership, and a discipline of daily
renewal are not one thing, and the framework asks of each only what it can give.

What the synthesis secures is the close of the cycle and so of the model. Reproduction, rightly
understood, is neither the mechanical making-again that the word first suggests nor a solitary
feat of accumulation, but the settling, into a raised and non-hoarded ground, of what the living
cycle has freshly produced, kept from alienation by the return of its yield to the coupling and
kept from dulling by the continued turning of the prior three steps. The cultivation of the
field, begun in perception and carried through reception and sharing, completes itself here not
by reaching an end but by raising a beginning, and the four movements stand revealed as
the smallest form in which a good cycle is enacted between two people, a form that gains by
returning to its root and never to its origin.

16.9 The reach and the defeat of each account

The accounts of reproduction differ in whether they grasp its metaphysics, its political condi-
tions, or its temporal form, and the accounting of their reach completes the section’s argument.

The philosophical analyses of repetition explain the metaphysics of the distinction the section
needs, the difference between the repetition that gains and the repetition that recurs, and they
give the spiral and the wheel their standing in the history of thought, the forward repetition
that renews and the differential repetition that carries difference against the mechanical same.
What defeats them, taken alone, is their abstraction from the conditions under which repetition
is actually one or the other. They tell us what good and degenerate repetition are but not what
makes a given repetition degenerate in a given life, and pressed for that they would locate the
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difference in the inwardness of the repeater, which is exactly the sentimental error the political
economy of the reproductive act exists to refuse. Their strength is the metaphysics and their
defeat is the silence about conditions that the political-economic account must break.

The political economy of the reproductive act explains what the metaphysics omits, the condi-
tion that makes repetition deaden, the capture of its yield by an external power, and it guards
the account against preaching inwardness to the dispossessed. What defeats it, taken alone, is
its silence about the metaphysics it presupposes. It tells us that captured repetition deadens
but draws on the distinction between the gaining and the recurring repetition that only the
metaphysical account supplies, and it cannot by itself say what the accumulation is that cap-
ture diverts, needing the holonomy that the framework provides. Its strength is the condition
and its defeat is the dependence on a metaphysics it does not itself furnish.

The accounts of sedimentation and daily renewal explain the temporal form of the accumulation,
how it settles without hoarding and freshens without dulling, and they resolve the standing
worry that accumulation must violate non-abiding. What defeats them, taken alone, is their
silence about both the metaphysics and the conditions, describing the form of good temporal
accumulation without grounding the distinction it instances or naming the conditions under
which it fails. Their strength is the temporal form and their defeat is their dependence on the
metaphysics and the political economy that place the form they describe.

The materialist resolution holds that reproduction is a real temporal process in a real field,
possessing at once a metaphysical structure, a political condition, and a temporal form, and
that the accumulation it secures is a real material accumulation whose ownership is a real
material question. It is materialist in taking the accumulation to be real, a real change in the
curvature of a real field, and the capture of its yield to be a real material relation of ownership,
not a metaphor; it is dialectical in holding the metaphysics, the condition, and the form to
be aspects of one real process whose truth is their articulation. Against an idealism that
would make repetition’s renewal a matter of the repeater’s attitude alone, it holds the material
condition of the yield’s ownership; against a reduction that would make reproduction mere
biological or economic recurrence, it holds the metaphysical distinction of the gaining from the
recurring; against a formalism that would describe the temporal pattern without grounding
it, it holds the metaphysics and the political economy that place the form. Reproduction is
the real accumulation of a real field across time, structured and conditioned and formed, and
reducible to none of these, which is the materialist dialectic applied to repetition without return.
With this the four battlefields are complete, and the same materialist refusal of any theory’s
final authority has governed all four, each resolved not by a synthesis that crowns one account
but by the determinate articulation of aspects, each doing its real work and none permitted to
be the whole.

17. Observable Signatures: An Implementation-Level Interface

The account so far has been ontological, ethical, and cultivational, and it would be incomplete
in a particular way if it stopped there, because it has repeatedly made claims of a kind that

101



ought to leave traces. If the perception of the field is the relaxation of an over-weighted prior,
if reception is the integration of what was met rather than its defence, if sharing is a coupling
event between two subjects, and if reproduction is a threshold lowered across cycles, then
each of these, were it actual, should show up in something measurable, and a framework that
named such mechanisms while refusing every commitment about their signatures would be
protecting itself from test in a way the series has elsewhere refused to. This section supplies
the interface: for each of the four movements, the observable signature it should leave if the
account is true. The interface is offered under a strict condition, stated before anything else,
because the condition governs every sentence that follows.

17.1 The condition: an interface is not an identity

The condition is the same one this series has imposed wherever it has reached for the language of
a formal or empirical science, in the predictive reading of trust and in the dynamical reading of
the relational field. The neuroscience is taken at the level of implementation, as the description
of what should be observable if the higher-level account holds, and not as a reduction of
the higher-level account to the mechanism. To say that reception leaves a signature in how
prediction errors are integrated is not to say that reception is that integration, in the way that
to say a vow leaves a signature in a signed document is not to say the vow is the ink. The
relation asserted throughout this section is that the four movements, if actual, should leave
observable signatures, and that relation is one of expected manifestation under a hypothesis,
not of identity. No equals sign appears in this section, and its absence is not a stylistic tic but
the exact mark of the commitment: an identity claim would say the aesthetic act simply is a
neural event, which would dissolve the relational ontology the whole paper has built, whereas a
signature claim says only that the act, being actual, should be found to have left a trace, which
leaves the ontology intact and renders it answerable to evidence at the same time. The value
of the interface is precisely that it makes the account falsifiable without making it reductive:
if the signatures are sought and not found, the account is in trouble; if they are found, the
account is supported but not thereby shown to be nothing but the mechanism.

17.2 Perception: sensitivity to deviation

The perception section read the seeing of the field, at its implementation level, as a refusal
to let an over-weighted prior flatten the field, a keeping of the weight on incoming evidence
so that the unplanned deviation is not silently explained away. If that reading is right, then
a perceiver who has cultivated this keeping should differ, observably, from one who has not,
in responsiveness to deviation. The signature to look for is an enhanced neural response
to the unexpected, the kind of response indexed by the established markers of surprise and
salience, and a corresponding change after training: the prediction of the account is that
the cultivation described in the perception section should, if it does what it claims, raise the
system’s registration of contingency rather than leaving it flat under a confident prior. The
salience-marking systems that flag the unexpected, and the event-related components that rise
to a deviation, are the candidate places such a signature would appear. The account does not
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assert that perceiving the field is the firing of these systems; it predicts that, if the cultivation
of perception is real, its effect should be visible there, as a measurable shift in how much an
unexpected event in the field is registered rather than absorbed in advance.

A subtlety must be added, because the naive form of this prediction is too crude and would be
embarrassed by an obvious objection. If the signature of cultivated perception were simply a
larger response to every deviation, then the cultivated perceiver would be one who is startled
by everything, overwhelmed by surprise, unable to let the predictable be predictable, which is
plainly not what a fine perception of the field is; a perception that responded maximally to
every deviation would be not fine but pathological, drowning in noise. The prediction must
therefore be refined: the signature of cultivated perception is not a uniformly larger response
to deviation but a better-calibrated one, an enhanced response to the deviations that matter,
the contingencies that bear on the field’s state, and not to mere noise. The cultivated perceiver
registers more strongly the unplanned thing that signifies, the remark that bears a weight, the
shift that means something, while not being thrown by every random fluctuation, and this is
a matter of what the system treats as signal rather than of how much it responds in general.
The refined prediction is thus about the selectivity of the response, its tuning to the significant
deviation, and not about its gross magnitude, and this selectivity is harder to measure but
truer to what cultivated perception is, the discrimination of the deviation that matters from
the noise that does not, which is exactly the resolution the coupling section described, now
sought as a calibration of response rather than a mere amplitude of it. The naive prediction,
larger responses, would be both easy to test and wrong; the refined prediction, better-calibrated
responses, is harder to test and right, and the interface must commit to the harder and right
one.

17.3 Reception: integration rather than gating

The reception section drew a distinction between two fates of what perception delivers: it
can be integrated, allowed to update the model and alter the valuation it enters, or it can
be defensively gated, held off so that it changes nothing. That distinction, if real, has an
implementation-level signature in whether a prediction error is propagated into an update or
is suppressed before it can. The account predicts that reception, when it succeeds, should be
visible as the integration of the unexpected into a revised model, the kind of revision that a
measurable learning rate would register, and that defended reception should be visible as the
suppression of that revision, an error met and gated rather than learned from. The regulation of
limbic reactivity by prefrontal systems is the candidate locus for the difference between meeting
an unexpected, possibly disturbing event with integration and meeting it with defence, and the
developmental claim that injury raises defence and forecloses containment makes a further
prediction here, that a relation or a subject under the load of recent injury should show, at
this interface, more gating and less integration, a measurable correlate of the wounded gate the
reception section described. Again the relation is one of signature and not identity: reception
is not the prefrontal regulation of a limbic response, but if reception is actual it should leave
its trace in whether the error it meets is integrated or suppressed.
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This signature requires a refinement that distinguishes it from a confound the account must
rule out, the confound of mere indifference. A system that integrated every error without
suppression might look, at this interface, like perfect reception, but it might equally be a system
that defended against nothing because nothing reached it, a flatness mistaken for openness, the
indifference that lets everything in because it cares about none of it. Reception, as the paper
means it, is not indifference; it is the letting-in of what matters, the integration of the significant
error that defence would otherwise gate, and its signature must therefore distinguish the open
reception of the significant from the indifferent passage of everything. The refined prediction is
that reception shows as the integration of errors that carry weight, the unexpected things that
bear on the field, while indifference shows as a uniform low reactivity that integrates because it
is not engaged, and the difference between them is whether the integration is selective, tuned
to what matters, or flat, equal across the significant and the trivial alike. This parallels the
refinement the perception signature required, the distinction of the calibrated response from
the merely large one, and it has the same source: reception, like perception, is a matter of
selectivity, the letting-in of the significant and not the indiscriminate admission of everything,
and its signature is the selective integration of what matters rather than the flat integration of
all. The interface must therefore predict not integration as such but selective integration, the
letting-in of the weighted error and not the indifferent passage of every error, and this selective
signature is what distinguishes the reception the paper means from the indifference that would
counterfeit it at the level of the mechanism.

The developmental dimension deepens this and connects it to the account’s most humane claim.
If reception is a capacity that injury damages, then the signature of damaged reception should
be not a uniform suppression but a specific pattern, the gating of exactly the errors that bear on
the wound, the defence raised against the significant while the trivial passes freely, the selective
closure that injury produces. A subject whose reception has been wounded does not become
indifferent to everything; she becomes defended against what touches the injury, integrating
freely what is safe and gating what is dangerous, and the signature of her wounded reception
is this selective gating, the closure tuned to the threatening rather than spread across all.
This makes the interface’s developmental prediction specific and testable: the wounded gate
is not a global suppression but a targeted one, raised against the significant and dangerous,
and its healing should show as the gradual return of integration to exactly the errors it had
gated, the wound’s specific closure specifically reopening as the injury heals. The mercy the
reception section urged toward the wounded gate is thus given an implementation-level shape,
the recognition that the wounded subject is not indifferent but specifically defended, and that
her healing is the specific reopening of a specific closure, a process the interface predicts should
be visible as the targeted return of integration to the errors the wound had taught her to gate.

17.4 Sharing: inter-brain coupling

The sharing interface is the one of greatest consequence, because it is the place where the
central concept of the paper, relational aesthetics, is most directly exposed to evidence, and
so it is worth stating with care what is and is not being claimed. The concept holds that
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beauty is a coupling event between subjects, produced in joint attention and not transmitted
between two privacies. If that is so, then a shared aesthetic moment should differ from two
simultaneous private ones in a way that is not located in either subject alone but in the relation
between their two nervous systems, and the candidate signature is inter-brain synchrony, the
coupling between two brains that the methods of dual recording, hyperscanning, are built
to detect (Czeszumski et al., 2020). The prediction is specific: a genuinely shared aesthetic
moment, the recursive common focus the sharing section described, should leave a signature
in inter-brain coupling that the side-by-side coincidence of two private judgements should not,
because the former has the between that the latter lacks, and the between is exactly what a
measure spanning two brains, rather than residing in one, is positioned to register.

This makes inter-brain synchrony the strongest candidate the paper has for a hard empirical
correlate of its central concept, and the stakes should be stated honestly in both directions. If
shared aesthetic moments are found to be marked by inter-brain coupling that matched but
unshared moments are not, that is direct empirical support for the claim that beauty in the
relevant sense is a coupling event with a site between the subjects rather than within either,
support of a kind that no analysis of single brains could provide. If, on the other hand, no such
differential coupling is found, the concept is under real pressure, because a beauty claimed to
be produced between two subjects ought to be visible between them, and its invisibility there
would be evidence against the betweenness the concept asserts. The interface thus does for
relational aesthetics what an interface should do: it stakes the concept on a finding rather than
insulating it. And still the condition holds, that even a confirming synchrony would be the
signature of the coupling and not the coupling itself, since the beauty of the shared moment is a
relational event in the world and not a correlation in a recording, however much the correlation,
if found, would be its trace.

A methodological objection must be faced, because it is the one the relevant research literature
has learned to press, and an interface that ignored it would be naive. Inter-brain synchrony
between two people attending to the same scene might be no coupling between them at all but
a mere artefact of common input: two brains exposed to the same light, the same room, the
same passing event, will show correlated activity simply because they are driven by the same
external causes, and such correlation would mark no betweenness, only a shared outside. If
the synchrony the account predicts were of this kind, it would not be evidence for relational
aesthetics, since two strangers who happened to face the same scene would show it equally,
and the concept requires a coupling between the two and not a common cause acting on both.
The objection is serious, and the account does not wave it away; it specifies the prediction so
as to exclude the artefact. What relational aesthetics predicts is not synchrony during shared
attention as such but a differential synchrony, an excess of coupling in the genuinely shared
aesthetic moment over the coupling present when the same two attend to the same scene without
the recursive common focus that makes the moment shared in the relevant sense. The control
is the matched but unshared moment, two people attending to the same light without the joint
attention that constitutes the between, and the prediction is that the shared moment exceeds
it. Common input is present in both the shared and the matched-unshared condition and so
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cannot explain a difference between them; only the coupling the concept names is present in
the one and absent in the other. The prediction is therefore not the naive one that vulnerable
to the artefact but the specific one that the artefact cannot produce, and stating it so is what
makes inter-brain synchrony a genuine test of betweenness rather than a measure of shared
illumination.

17.5 Reproduction: experience-dependent plasticity

The reproduction section described accumulation as a lowered threshold of joint perception, a
raised starting point carried across cycles, the settling of a changed disposition rather than a
stored stock. The implementation-level signature of such accumulation is experience-dependent
plasticity, the lasting change in a system wrought by repeated experience, expressed here as
a downward shift in the threshold at which the partners jointly register what before went
unseen. The prediction is that good reproduction, the spiral that gains, should be visible as a
longitudinal change in perceptual sensitivity, a lowering across time of the threshold for joint
registration, covarying with the frequency of shared aesthetic moments, whereas degenerate
reproduction, the wheel, should show no such drift, the same gesture repeated leaving sensitivity
flat. This is the slowest of the four signatures, the one that appears only over time, which is
fitting, since reproduction is the movement that lives in time, and its trace is by nature a trace
across cycles rather than within a moment. The non-hoarding character of the accumulation
has its analogue here too: what plasticity records is not a stored quantity but a changed
responsiveness, a disposition rather than a deposit, which is the implementation-level echo of
the distinction between curvature and stock that the reception and reproduction sections drew.

17.6 The purpose of the interface

Gathered, the four signatures form a research programme more than a result, a set of places
to look rather than a set of findings, and they are offered in that spirit. Their function in
the paper is twofold. First, they discharge the debt the perception section incurred when
it retained the predictive account at the level of implementation rather than ontology: the
debt is paid by showing, across all four movements, exactly what implementation-level work
the empirical sciences do here, which is to supply the observable signatures of an account
whose substance lies elsewhere. Second, they keep the whole edifice answerable. A philosophy
of intimacy that made claims about perception, reception, sharing, and reproduction while
standing wholly beyond the reach of evidence would be asking to be believed rather than
tested, and the series has consistently preferred to be tested. The interface is the form that
preference takes here: it names, for each movement, the finding that would support the account
and the absence that would embarrass it, and it does so without surrendering the relational
ontology to the mechanism, holding throughout to the one discipline this section exists to keep,
that a signature is the trace of a thing and never the thing itself.
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17.7 The interface and the relational ontology

A final word situates the whole interface within the relational ontology it serves, lest the
gathering of neural signatures be misread as a quiet concession that the relational account was,
after all, reducible to the brain. The opposite is the case, and the structure of the interface
shows why. Of the four signatures, the one that bears most directly on the paper’s central
concept, the inter-brain coupling that would mark the sharing in which beauty is produced, is
precisely the one that cannot be located in any single brain, that requires a measure spanning
two nervous systems, that is by its nature a signature of the between and not of either pole. The
most important signature the interface seeks is therefore one that a single-brain neuroscience
could never find, a coupling that exists only between two brains and not within either, and
this is the strongest possible indication that the interface, far from reducing the relational to
the neural, requires a neuroscience that has itself become relational, that measures couplings
between brains and not only states within them. The relational ontology is not conceded by
the interface but imposed upon the neuroscience by it, the concept of relational aesthetics
demanding a measure that spans the between because the beauty it names lives there.

This is why the interface, for all its empirical commitment, leaves the relational ontology not
weakened but confirmed in its place. The signatures are the traces the relational events leave
in the implementing machinery, and the most central of them is a trace that only a between
can leave, a coupling no single brain contains. To seek it is to commit the neuroscience to
the very betweenness the paper’s ontology asserts, to require of the measurement exactly the
relational structure the concept describes, so that the interface, rather than dissolving the
relational into the neural, extends the relational into the neural, carrying the betweenness of
the concept into the very design of the measurement that would test it. The implementation
level, properly understood, does not undercut the ontology above it but answers to it, shaped
by the relational structure of what it implements, and the interface is therefore the relational
ontology’s reach into the empirical, not its surrender to it, the point at which a philosophy
of the between requires and receives a science of the between, each holding to the relational
structure that the other, in its own register, describes.

18. A Worked Example: The Cultivation of Contingency

The four movements have been given their theory, and the theory will remain an abstraction
until it is shown doing the one thing it was built to do, which is to be practised. This section
takes a single capacity, the aesthetic perception of contingency, and walks it through all four
steps, naming for each the practice that cultivates it, the failure that shadows it, and the
condition under which it becomes the principal site. The capacity is chosen deliberately. A
companion to this series argued that the perception of contingency, the noticing of what need
not have happened, is the aesthetic core of the field of travel, the openness in which the
relational subject is generated; but that argument said what the perception is and not how it
is trained, and the omission is the one this section repairs. What follows is therefore not an
illustration laid beside the theory but the theory brought to the scale at which a person could
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begin tomorrow morning, and it carries one constraint that the political economy section will
defend: every practice named here must be a re-meeting of an act the day already contains,
and not an added exercise requiring leisure the worn-down do not have, since an aesthetic
education affordable only to the unhurried would betray its own thesis.

18.1 Perceiving contingency

The first step is to see the contingent at all, to register the small unplanned thing that the
day would otherwise absorb without trace: the unexpected turn of a sentence, the way a light
fell that will not fall so again, a reaction from the other that the script did not predict. The
practice is the insertion of a half-second before a habitual act, a refusal to begin the planned
motion until the field as it actually is this morning has been let to appear, the other’s tone
today, the particular disorder of the table, the thing that is not as it was yesterday. This is
the emptying-to-await of the Daoist voice made into a repeatable micro-act, a gap held open
between intention and the field so that the prior does not flatten the morning into a copy of
every prior morning. The failure that shadows it is the flattening itself, the strong expectation
that explains the field in advance, the silent certainty that she is as she always is at this hour,
under which the contingent is registered as nothing because it was predicted as everything.
The sign of whether the step is alive is simple and merciless: whether one can still be touched,
inside the most familiar hour, by something small that need not have been.

This is the principal site when a relation has grown dull. Dullness is not the absence of activity,
since the dull relation still acts, still greets and sets the table and shares by habit; it is the
cessation of seeing, the field grown so predicted that no contingency gets through, and the
labour that matters then is not more doing but the recovery of sight, the reopening of the
half-second gap that habit has closed. To work on sharing or reproduction while perception
has died is to elaborate a cycle that no longer has an intake, and the dialectical discipline of
the model is what tells the practitioner, here, that the gap is where the work belongs.

18.2 Receiving contingency

To perceive the contingent is not yet to let it in. The second step is to allow the unexpected
thing to alter the morning rather than to correct it back into the plan, and the practice is the
suppression of the reflex by which the unforeseen is treated as a deviation to be managed, the
answer that did not fit folded back toward the answer that would have, the unplanned mood
received as an obstacle to the day’s intentions rather than as a thing that may rewrite them.
This is the letting-be of releasement and the mirror that does not see things off, made into the
discipline of not putting the contingent back in its place, which the reception section showed
to be, at its depth, the refusal to reduce the other to the same. The failure that shadows it is
defensive gating, the meeting of the unexpected as interference, its swift return to order before
it can change anything, the morning’s plan defended against the morning. The sign of the
step’s health is whether what was not foreseen is permitted to revise the valuation it entered,
whether the day can be, in some small part, rewritten by what it did not expect.
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This is the principal site when a relation has lately been wounded, because injury is exactly
what raises the gate. After hurt the defended posture is highest, the unexpected is met as
threat by default, and the contingent that might have refreshed the field cannot get past the
guard; no quantity of perceiving, no eagerness to share, substitutes for the lowering of that
gate, which is why the reception section insisted that the wounded relation’s work is reception
and not the steps around it. The mercy the political economy section will urge belongs here
too: the gate that injury has shut does not open on command, and the practice is the patient,
undemanded lowering of a guard, not the forcing of a welcome the wound has made impossible.

18.3 Sharing contingency

The received contingency, held inside one person, is not yet the beauty relational aesthetics
names; the third step carries it into the between. The practice is the timely and unelaborated
joint indication of what has been received, the brief look at that light, the few words that say
only that the other’s remark just now was good, the bringing of the contingent into a focus
the two now share and each knows to be shared. Everything turns on timeliness and lightness,
because the contingent is by nature passing, and a sharing delayed until it can be explained,
or weighted with analysis until it is pinned, has let the coupling event slip while preparing to
honour it. The practice is the small, swift, unjudging co-indication that opens the recursive
common focus before the moment is gone. It fails in two opposite ways, and the mirror named
both: the contingency can be hoarded, kept as a private appreciation never carried across,
the connoisseur’s quiet possession of a beauty he does not share; or it can be over-spoken,
the moment crushed under the weight of saying, the light talked about until it has gone out.
Between the hoarding and the crushing lies the brief co-indication that lets the between be
born.

This is the principal site when a relation has grown estranged. In estrangement the prior two
steps may still occur within each person, each perceiving and even receiving the contingent
alone, but the carrying-across has stopped, the field has lost the coupling event, and beauty is
produced privately on both sides of a gap it no longer crosses. The labour that matters then is
the carrying itself, however small, the re-opening of the channel by which what each sees alone
can become a thing the two hold together, because it is only there, in the resumed between,
that the beauty estrangement has driven into two private interiors can again become relational.

18.4 Reproducing contingency

The shared contingency can dissipate, consumed and forgotten, or it can settle so that the
next morning’s seeing begins higher; the fourth step is the settling. The practice is not the
pursuit of a new and stronger contingency but the return to the same daily thing to find in
it, this time, a finer appropriateness than before, the same walk at evening, the same greeting,
the same dish, met on the hundredth occasion with a perception thickened by the ninety-nine.
This is daily renewal made concrete, the freshening of the same rather than the seeking of the
new, and it is the practical face of the distinction between the spiral and the wheel: if each
return carries a finer registration, the cycle gains and the threshold of joint seeing lowers, so
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that contingency becomes easier to catch together next time; if each return merely re-enacts the
last, the practice has become consumption, and consumption of beauty, like all consumption
in the imaginary register, demands ever-larger doses of novelty to feel anything at all. The
failure that shadows reproduction is exactly this turn to consumption, the need for a bigger
contingency to register a smaller and smaller return, the exhaustion that the series diagnosed
as the fate of value sought as a possession.

This is the principal site when a relation has stalled in plenty, when perceiving and receiving
and sharing all still happen but produce only a re-enactment of yesterday’s pleasure, beauty
consumed rather than thickened. And it is here that the worked example closes the loop the
model promised, because reproduction’s freshening is not the fourth step’s solitary achievement
but the lowering of a threshold that makes the first step easier on the next turn: the contingency
thickened by reproduction is a contingency more readily perceived tomorrow, so that the cycle
returns not to where it began but to a perception raised by what the last cycle settled. The
capacity this section set out to cultivate, the aesthetic perception of contingency, is therefore
not trained by working on perception alone but by turning the whole cycle, since each completed
turn lowers the threshold of the perception the next turn begins from. To learn to see what
need not have happened is to have received it, shared it, and let it settle, often enough that
seeing it has become the easier thing.

The four ways the cultivation of contingency fails

Each step fails in its own way, and naming the four failures together shows them to be
distinct rather than one. Perception fails by the flattened morning: the prior so confident
that the unplanned is explained away before it registers, the partner certain she knows
how the other is and therefore unable to be surprised by him, the contingency predicted
out of existence. Reception fails by the defended morning: the unplanned thing seen
but met as interference, corrected back into the plan, the answer that did not fit folded
toward the one that would have, the gate raised against what might have revised the hour.
Sharing fails in two opposite directions: by hoarding, the contingency kept as a private
appreciation never carried across, the quiet connoisseurship of a beauty unshared; and by
crushing, the moment over-spoken, weighted with analysis until the light talked about has
gone out. Reproduction fails by consumption: the turn to ever-larger novelty, the need
for a bigger contingency to feel a smaller return, the beauty had and discarded rather
than settled and thickened. Four steps, five failures, no two alike, and the dialectical
reading is what tells the practitioner which failure is the one now operating, since the
remedy for the flattened morning would do nothing for the defended one, and the remedy
for hoarding would only worsen the crushing.

18.5 The shape of the practice

Set end to end, the four practices are a single small loop that a day affords many times over,
and naming it plainly is the point of the section. Before a habitual act, hold the half-second
that lets the morning’s contingency appear; allow what appears to revise the morning rather
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than be corrected away; carry it, lightly and at once, into a focus the two of you share; and
return, on the next occasion, to find the same thing thickened by the sharing that went before,
the threshold of seeing lowered so that the next contingency is caught more readily. The
loop closes without returning to its origin, since the last step raises the first, and that closing-
without-return is the holonomy the series has tracked from the beginning, here enacted at the
smallest scale a shared life contains, the scale of a single noticed thing between two people.
None of the four practices requires an hour set aside or a leisure the day does not already hold;
each is a different way of meeting an act the day was going to contain regardless, which is the
whole of what the next section means when it insists that this cultivation must be available
to those whose days hold no spare hours at all. The worked example thus delivers what the
theory promised, an aesthetic education that is genuinely practicable, genuinely relational, and
genuinely a matter of the everyday, trainable in the most repeated and least spacious hours
because it asks not for new hours but for a new way of entering the hours there are.

18.6 The aptness of the contingency example

It is worth saying, finally, why contingency was the capacity chosen to walk through the four
steps, since the choice was not incidental and the reason illuminates the whole cultivation.
Contingency, the noticing of what need not have happened, is the purest case of the percep-
tion the paper is about, because it is the perception most directly opposed to the flattening
prior that habit installs. The everyday flattens by prediction, by the confident model that
explains the morning in advance, and contingency is precisely what the confident model does
not predict, the unplanned thing that the flattening prior would absorb without trace. To
cultivate the perception of contingency is therefore to cultivate, at its sharpest point, the very
capacity to resist the flattening that makes the everyday invisible, and the other perceptions
the field-builder needs, the perception of the field’s standing state, of the other’s mood, of the
appropriate gesture, are in a sense easier cases of the same capacity, less sharply opposed to
the prior because less purely a matter of the unpredicted. Contingency is the hard case, the
perception of exactly what the prior did not contain, and a perception trained on the hard case
is trained on the rest, which is why the worked example chose it, as one trains a capacity on
its most demanding instance.

Contingency is also the right example because it is the everyday’s own source of renewal, the
thing that keeps the repeated from becoming the merely repeated. A life that perceived no
contingency would be a life wholly predicted, every morning a copy of every morning, the wheel
turning without gain; and the perception of contingency is what introduces, into the repeated
everyday, the difference that lets the repetition gain rather than recur. The contingency caught
and received and shared and let to settle is the difference that makes the hundredth morning
more than the first, the small unplanned thing that, woven into the field, keeps the repetition
the gaining kind. To cultivate the perception of contingency is thus to cultivate the everyday’s
capacity to renew itself, the perception of the difference that keeps the repeated from dulling,
and this is why the example is not merely one cultivation among many but the cultivation closest
to the heart of the whole account, the perception of the contingency that is the everyday’s own
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defense against the wheel. The worked example chose contingency because contingency is where
the perception is hardest and where the everyday’s renewal is sourced, the sharp point of the
capacity and the spring of the good repetition, and a cultivation that masters the perception
of contingency has mastered the everyday’s resistance to its own flattening, which is as near to
the center of the aesthetic education of the everyday as any single capacity comes.

19. The Aesthetic Everyday and Aestheticized Consumption

The account of aesthetic education developed here has a counterfeit, and the counterfeit is close
enough to be mistaken for it, which makes the distinction between them urgent rather than
merely tidy. The counterfeit is the aestheticization of the everyday that the contemporary
market promotes under the names of refined living, curated domesticity, the beautiful life,
in which the rhythms and objects and gestures of daily life are made objects of display and
consumption. This looks like what the paper recommends, the bringing of aesthetic attention
to the everyday, and it is in fact its inversion, the wheel dressed as the spiral. This section draws
the distinction, using the criterion the series has carried throughout, the difference between
the cycle that gains and the cycle that turns in place, and it locates the counterfeit within the
three-layer account of value the series has developed, showing aestheticized consumption to be
the everyday’s holonomy captured in the imaginary register.

19.1 The counterfeit and its appeal

The aestheticization of the everyday is a powerful counterfeit because it borrows the true coin’s
appearance. It attends to the daily, as the paper urges; it cares about the placement of things,
the quality of the meal, the texture of the morning, as field-building does; it presents itself as
the refinement of ordinary life into something fine and worth living. Its appeal is real and not
simply a deception, because the impulse it answers is a true one, the impulse to bring care and
attention to the everyday rather than letting it pass unregarded. What makes it a counterfeit
is not that the attention is false but that the attention is turned to the wrong object and
serves the wrong cycle. The aestheticized everyday makes the daily an object of display and
consumption, a performance of refinement to be seen and a pleasure to be had, and in doing
so it removes the daily from the relational field where field-building places it and installs it in
a circuit of presentation and acquisition. The care is real; its direction is inverted; and the
inversion is exactly the substitution of a wheel for a spiral, a cycle of consumption that turns
in place for a cycle of relation that gains.

19.2 The criterion: which cycle does the attention serve

The distinction between the aesthetic everyday and aestheticized consumption is drawn by the
criterion the series has used for cycles throughout, applied now to the attention the everyday
receives. The question is which cycle the attention serves, the generative cycle of the relational
field or the consumptive cycle of display and acquisition. Attention to the everyday that serves
the relational field is field-building: it perceives the field’s state, generates the appropriate act,
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sustains the accumulation, and the beauty it produces is the coupling event that the field gains.
Attention to the everyday that serves the consumptive cycle is aestheticization: it perceives the
everyday as an object to be made fine and displayed, generates a performance of refinement,
sustains a circuit of acquisition in which each acquired refinement must be succeeded by another,
and the beauty it produces is a possession to be had and shown. The two attentions look alike,
both careful, both directed at the daily, both producing something called beauty, and they are
told apart only by which cycle they serve, the generative one that gains or the consumptive
one that turns.

The aesthetic everyday and aestheticized consumption are distinguished by which cycle
the attention serves. Attention that serves the relational field is field-building, perceiving
the field, generating the appropriate act, sustaining the accumulation, and the beauty it
produces is the coupling event the field gains. Attention that serves the cycle of display
and acquisition is aestheticization, making the everyday a possession to be refined and
shown, and the beauty it produces is a thing to be had. The two are alike in their care for
the daily and are told apart only by their cycle, the generative one that gains against the
consumptive one that turns in place. Aestheticized consumption is the everyday made
into a wheel.

Two carefully laid tables

Two tables are laid with equal care, and from a photograph they cannot be told apart.
The first is laid for the other who will sit at it, its care a perception of her, this plate
here because she reaches with that hand, this dimness because the day pressed on her,
the laying an act that meets her state and builds the field of the evening they will share;
the beauty is in the coupling the table prepares, and it will pass when the evening passes,
having done its work in the between. The second is laid to be a beautiful table, its care
a performance of refinement to be photographed, admired, matched against other tables,
the placement governed by an image of the beautiful table and not by the one who will sit
at it, who is in a sense incidental to a table that would be equally beautiful with anyone
or no one before it. The first table serves the field; the second serves the image. The
photograph cannot tell them apart because the difference is not in the table but in the
cycle the laying serves, and the same exquisite care builds a field in the first case and
feeds a circuit of display in the second. The second table will need to be succeeded by
a finer one, because the image it serves is never satisfied; the first needs no successor,
because the field it built has gained and will be returned to tomorrow, the same table
laid again for the same person, thickening.

19.3 The counterfeit in the register of the imaginary

The counterfeit can be located precisely within the three-layer account of value the series devel-
oped, and the location explains both its appeal and its exhaustion. That account distinguished
the imaginary value of the idolised possession, which exhausts because it must be clung to and
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never satisfies; the symbolic value of the exchangeable, which is the most easily stolen; and
the real value that gathers around the central absence and is the only locus of genuine positive
accumulation. Aestheticized consumption is the everyday captured in the imaginary register.
It makes the daily an idolised possession, a refinement to be had and clung to, and like all
imaginary value it exhausts, which is why it demands an endless succession of new refinements,
each consumed and found wanting, each requiring a further acquisition to sustain the feeling
it briefly gave. This is the consumptive wheel in its precise form: the imaginary value of the
aestheticized everyday cannot accumulate, because imaginary value never accumulates, and so
it must be endlessly renewed by fresh consumption, the new curtain, the new ritual, the new
performance of the beautiful life, none of which gains because none of them touches the real
value that gathers only in the relational field.

The counterfeit is hard to detect from within, and saying why gives the section its sharpest
practical point, because the difficulty is structural and not a matter of insufficient honesty.
The aestheticized everyday is hard to tell from the aesthetic everyday from within because
the imaginary register presents itself as fullness, because the idolised possession feels, in the
moment of its acquisition, like the real thing it counterfeits; the new and beautiful object does
give a real pleasure, and the performance of the refined life is genuinely pleasing to perform,
so that nothing in the immediate feeling distinguishes the consumption from the relation. The
difference shows only over time, in whether the pleasure accumulates or must be renewed, and
this is the diagnostic sign the section can offer: if the beautiful thing, once had, is enough, if the
field it belongs to is thereby richer and the next morning begins higher, the attention served the
relation; if the beautiful thing, once had, must be succeeded by another to sustain the feeling, if
the satisfaction drains and demands replacement, the attention served the consumptive wheel.
The sign is not in the object or the act, which are identical across the two cases, but in the
temporal signature, the accumulation or the exhaustion, the gaining or the endless renewal. A
person uncertain whether their care for the everyday is field-building or aestheticization can
ask not how it feels, which does not distinguish them, but whether it accumulates, whether last
month’s beautiful evening enriched this month’s or merely set the bar for a beauty this month
must exceed. The exhaustion that demands ever-more is the signature of the imaginary; the
quiet sufficiency that returns to the same and finds it thickened is the signature of the real.
This is the same temporal criterion the whole paper has used, the distinction of the spiral from
the wheel, applied now as a practical test by which a person may detect, in their own care for
the everyday, which cycle it serves.

The aesthetic everyday this paper recommends operates in the other register entirely. Its
beauty is the real value that gathers around the coupling, the accumulation that the relational
field gains, and because it is real value it accumulates, returns to its root raised, requires no
endless succession of new objects because it is not consumed in the having but generated in
the relating. The difference between the two is therefore not a difference of taste or degree,
the modest everyday against the lavish one, but a difference of register, the real against the
imaginary, the accumulating against the exhausting. This is why the aesthetic everyday is
available to those with nothing to acquire and the aestheticized everyday is not: field-building
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requires no new objects, only the relating that generates real value in whatever the field already
contains, whereas aestheticized consumption requires a stream of acquisitions and so is available
only to those who can afford the stream. The counterfeit is not merely the false version of the
true; it is the true version’s exclusion of exactly those the true version includes, the dispossessed
who cannot consume but can relate, and the distinction the section draws is therefore not only
metaphysical but, as the next section will press, political.

20. Micro Self-Legislation: Field-Building and the Remedy for the Sym-
bolic Crisis

A companion paper in this series diagnosed the emptying of the symbolic order, the condition
in which the great structures that once produced meaning, the institutions and offices and
inherited forms, no longer reliably generate it, their signs persisting while the coupling that
gave them sense has drained away. That diagnosis left a question it did not fully answer: if the
grand symbolic structures can no longer produce meaning, where is meaning to be regenerated?
This section gives one answer, and it is an answer the present paper is uniquely placed to give,
because the aesthetic education of the everyday is precisely a cultivation of meaning at the scale
the grand structures have abandoned. When the cathedral and the institution and the office no
longer produce meaning, meaning can still be produced in the smallest and least appropriable
acts of the everyday, in the building of a field between two people, and this production has a
structure the section now sets out, the structure of a micro self-legislation that founds meaning
without borrowing it from any external symbolic authority.

20.1 The smallest scale of meaning-production

The symbolic crisis is a crisis of borrowed meaning, of meaning that the subject received from a
structure outside itself, the institution that conferred significance on the act, the office that lent
weight to the gesture, the inherited form that told the subject what its life meant. When those
structures empty, the meaning they conferred drains with them, and the subject that depended
on borrowed meaning is left with signs that no longer signify. The remedy this section proposes
does not attempt to refill the emptied structures, which is beyond any individual’s power, but
to relocate the production of meaning to a scale at which the individual can still perform it,
the scale of the field built between two people in the everyday. At that scale, meaning is
not borrowed from an external structure but generated in the coupling itself, in the act that
builds the field, and such meaning does not empty when the institutions empty, because it
never depended on them. A breakfast made with full attention, a contingency caught and
shared, a daily thing renewed rather than repeated, produces a meaning that no emptying of
the symbolic order can drain, because its meaning was internal to the act of building the field
and was never conferred from outside.
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When the grand symbolic structures can no longer produce meaning, meaning can still be
produced at the smallest scale, in the building of a field between two people in the everyday.
Such meaning is not borrowed from an external symbolic authority but generated in the
coupling itself, and it does not empty when the institutions empty, because it never
depended on them. The aesthetic education of the everyday is therefore a remedy for the
symbolic crisis, not by refilling the emptied structures, which is beyond any individual,
but by relocating the production of meaning to a scale at which the individual can still
perform it, the relational field that field-building constructs.

This is the same value inversion the companion paper found in the covenant, where the un-
secured vow proved more capable of grounding meaning than the secured contract precisely
because it forced the meaning back onto the self-legislating subject rather than borrowing it
from an enforcing structure. The everyday field-building act has the same form. A breakfast
made with full attention is more capable of producing meaning than a ritual performed un-
der the authority of an emptied institution, because the breakfast borrows nothing, founds its
meaning in the act itself, and so cannot be drained by the emptying of any authority it never
invoked. The least appropriable acts are the most resistant to the symbolic crisis, because what
cannot be appropriated by an institution cannot be emptied when the institution empties.

20.2 The structure of micro self-legislation

The production of meaning at this scale has the structure of self-legislation, and naming the
structure shows why the everyday field-building act is a descent of relational divinity at the
lowest scale rather than a merely private consolation. To build a field is to legislate, in the
small, what shall count as appropriate here, what this coupling shall hold as the fitting, and to
do so without appeal to an external code, since no external code reaches the state-dependent
appropriate. The field-builder is therefore self-legislating, establishing in the act the very
standard the act meets, and this self-legislation is repeated, cycle upon cycle, in the daily
building of the field, each turn reaffirming in the small that this relation has the power to
determine its own appropriate, to make a portion of the world meaningful by its own act
rather than by borrowing meaning from a structure outside it. This repeated self-legislation,
the daily confirmation that this coupling can make its own small world meaningful, is the
descent of relational divinity at the lowest scale, the same descent the companion paper found
in the covenant, here found in the breakfast.

Meaning when the large forms have gone quiet

Consider two people for whom the large structures that once conferred meaning have gone
quiet. The institutions they were raised to trust no longer command belief; the public
rituals feel hollow; the inherited forms that once told a life what it meant have emptied,
and the signs persist without their sense. This is the symbolic crisis as it is actually lived,
not as a thesis but as a quiet draining of significance from the structures that used to
hold it. And yet, in the morning, one of them makes the coffee in a way that means
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something, places it so that it says I attended to you, and the other receives it as the
small meaningful thing it is, and between them, in that act, a meaning is produced that
the emptying of the institutions has not touched. The meaning of the coffee was never
conferred by an institution; it was generated in the coupling, legislated by the two in the
act of building their morning, and so it does not drain when the institutions drain. They
have not refilled the cathedral or restored the public rite; those remain empty, beyond
their power. But they have produced, at the scale they can reach, a meaning that is theirs
and answerable to nothing outside their field, and the daily production of such meaning
is the one defense against the symbolic crisis available to those who cannot refill the large
forms, the relocation of meaning-making to a scale where the emptying cannot follow.

An objection of arbitrariness presses here and must be met, because self-legislation can sound
like the license to call anything appropriate, a meaning made by fiat and therefore no meaning
at all. If the coupling legislates its own appropriate, what stops it from legislating badly, from
calling appropriate what flattens the field, so that self-legislation becomes a name for caprice
and the meaning it produces a meaning answerable to nothing? The answer is that the self-
legislation is not legislation in a void but legislation answerable to whether the field actually
accumulates, and this answerability is what distinguishes it from caprice. The coupling may
call a gesture appropriate, but if the gesture flattens the field, the field does not accumulate,
and the legislation is refuted by the dynamics it cannot command. Self-legislation establishes
the standard the act meets, but the meeting is not guaranteed by the establishing; the act must
actually send the field the generative way, and whether it does is not up to the legislation but
up to the field. This is the difference between self-legislation and arbitrariness: the arbitrary
call answers to nothing and so cannot be wrong, whereas the self-legislating act answers to
whether the field gains and so can fail, can be refuted by the flattening it produces despite
having been called appropriate. The meaning the coupling produces is therefore not made by
fiat but generated under a constraint, the constraint of actual accumulation, and a meaning
generated under a constraint that can refute it is answerable meaning, not caprice. The self-
legislation is sovereign in that it appeals to no external code; it is not arbitrary because it
answers to whether what it legislates actually builds the field, a test it does not control and
can fail.

The phrase descent of relational divinity should not be inflated beyond what the structure
warrants, and the section is careful to claim only what the structure gives. What descends
is not a supernatural presence but the capacity to ground meaning without external warrant,
the capacity the companion paper located in the self-legislating subject who establishes the
standard its own act meets. That capacity, exercised in the everyday at the smallest scale,
in the daily building of a field that borrows its meaning from nowhere outside itself, is what
the section names a micro self-legislation, and its significance is exactly proportional to the
symbolic crisis it answers. In a time when the grand structures empty, the capacity to produce
meaning that does not empty, because it borrows from no structure, is not a small thing
dressed up as a large one but a genuinely large thing available at a small scale, the one form of
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meaning-production left intact when the large-scale forms have failed. The aesthetic education
of the everyday cultivates exactly this capacity, the power to build fields whose meaning is
self-grounded, and so it is, beneath its modest surface, a training in the production of the one
kind of meaning the symbolic crisis cannot reach.

20.3 Against the misreading of withdrawal

One misreading must be refused, the reading on which this relocation of meaning to the every-
day is a withdrawal from the public world, a retreat into private domesticity that abandons
the emptied structures to their emptying. The section claims the opposite. The production of
meaning in the everyday field is not a turning-away from the public crisis but the cultivation,
at the scale where it can still be cultivated, of the very capacity whose large-scale failure is the
crisis, the capacity to produce meaning that is not borrowed. A subject practised in ground-
ing meaning without external warrant, in the daily self-legislation of the field, is not thereby
withdrawn from the public world but is, on the contrary, the kind of subject a rebuilt public
world would require, one who can produce meaning rather than only receive it. The everyday
is not a refuge from the crisis but the training ground for the capacity the crisis demands,
and the meaning built there is not hoarded against the public emptying but is the seed of the
capacity that any refilling of the public structures would have to draw on. The relocation is
tactical and not escapist: it places the production of meaning where it can still occur, so that
the capacity to produce it survives the emptying of the structures that once conferred it, ready
to be exercised at larger scales when larger scales again become possible.

21. The Political Economy of the Field

This section is the one the whole paper has been pointing toward and deferring, the place
where the account must answer for its politics or be convicted of the very thing it has repeatedly
guarded against. The charge is the oldest one against any aesthetics of life: that it is a doctrine
for those with the leisure to practise it, a refinement available to the unhurried and irrelevant
or insulting to those whose days are consumed by labour that is not theirs to shape. An
aesthetic education of the everyday is peculiarly exposed to this charge, because the everyday
it addresses is, for many, precisely the site of exhaustion, the repeated labour performed for
another’s accumulation, and to bring such people a doctrine of building beautiful fields could
be the cruelest possible irrelevance. The section meets the charge directly, and its answer is not
that the charge is mistaken but that the account, properly understood, is the charge’s refutation
rather than its instance, because the cultivation it describes is the one form of aesthetic life
that does not presuppose the leisure the charge names, and the people the charge invokes are
exactly those the account most concerns.

21.1 The charge at full strength

The charge must be stated at full strength, because a weak version would be easy to dismiss
and the easy dismissal would be an evasion. Here it is. The building of a generative field, as
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this paper describes it, takes time, attention, and a measure of control over one’s own days; it
asks one to hold a half-second before a habitual act, to let contingency revise the morning, to
return to the same daily thing and find it thickened, and all of this presupposes that one’s days
are one’s own to shape, that the morning is not already wholly claimed by labour performed
under another’s clock, that the attention is not already exhausted by the demands of survival.
For those whose every hour is sold, whose repetition is the alienated repetition whose yield
is captured, whose exhaustion at the end of the day’s labour leaves nothing for the patient
cultivation of a field, the doctrine of aesthetic education is not false but inaccessible, a luxury
of those who have the surplus of time and attention it silently requires. And to such people the
offer of this doctrine is worse than useless, because it adds to their dispossession the suggestion
that their failure to live beautifully is a failure of cultivation rather than a theft of the conditions
cultivation requires.

This is the charge, and the paper does not soften it, because the conditions it names are real and
the dispossession it describes is the actual situation of many. The political economy of the field
is unequal: the time, attention, and self-direction that field-building draws on are distributed
unequally, captured disproportionately from those whose labour is owned, and an account that
pretended otherwise, that spoke of building beautiful fields as though everyone stood equally
able to build them, would be ideology in the exact sense, a representation of a class-bound
possibility as a universal one. The paper has insisted throughout on the orthogonality of
refinement and justice, and here that orthogonality returns as a question about the account
itself: a doctrine of refinement that ignored the justice of who can afford to be refined would
be the fine and the unjust at the level of theory, an aestheticism that mistook its own class
conditions for the human condition.

21.2 The account refutes the charge

The answer turns on a feature of the account built in from the start, deliberately and against
the grain of every aesthetics of leisure, the feature that the cultivation it describes requires no
surplus of time or means but only a different way of entering the hours one already has. The
four practices, as the worked example set out, are not added exercises requiring spare hours;
each is a re-meeting of an act the day already contains, the half-second held before a motion
the day demanded anyway, the contingency received in an event that occurred regardless, the
brief sharing of a moment that passed in any case, the return to a daily thing one was going
to do again. The cultivation does not ask for hours the dispossessed lack; it asks for a changed
manner of living the hours there are, and those hours, however owned, however exhausting,
still contain the acts that the four practices re-meet. This was not an incidental convenience of
the account but its deliberate construction, the reason the paper located aesthetic education in
the everyday and in the most repetitive and unspacious everyday at that, because it is precisely
the life with no spare hours that needed an aesthetic education making no demand for them.
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The account refutes the charge of leisure-dependence rather than instancing it, because
the cultivation it describes requires no surplus of time or means but only a changed
manner of entering the hours one already has. The four practices re-meet acts the day
already contains and add none; they ask not for spare hours but for a different way of
living the hours there are. The aesthetic education of the everyday is therefore available
precisely to those whose days hold no surplus, which is why it was located in the everyday
and not in the exceptional, and why the people the charge invokes, the dispossessed whose
repetition is exhausting, are the ones the account most concerns rather than the ones it
excludes.

This does not dissolve the inequality, and the section must be careful not to let the refutation
overreach into a false consolation. The inequality is real: exhaustion is real, and a body and
attention worn down by owned labour have less to bring even to a cultivation that asks for no
spare hours, so that the dispossessed are not equally placed even with respect to a practice
that requires no surplus. What the account establishes is the weaker and the true claim, that
the cultivation does not presuppose leisure and so is not in principle barred to those without
it, that the door is not closed by the lack of surplus hours, and this is enough to refute the
charge that aesthetic education is by nature a doctrine of the leisured, while it is not enough to
pretend that the worn-down come to the door as easily as the unhurried. The honest position
holds both: the cultivation is available to the dispossessed, requiring no surplus they lack; and
the dispossession still weighs, the exhaustion still costs, so that to make the cultivation truly
available to all is not only to design it without a demand for leisure, which the paper has done,
but to change the conditions that exhaust, which the paper cannot do and does not pretend
to.

21.3 The structural remainder

What the cultivation cannot reach is named, finally, as the structural remainder, the part of the
problem that no aesthetic education can solve because it is not aesthetic. The capture of the
everyday’s yield, the ownership of the repetition by an order that takes its accumulation away,
the exhaustion manufactured by labour performed under another’s clock, these are structural
conditions, and their remedy is structural, a change in who owns the yield of the cycle and who
commands the hours of the day. The beauty of maintenance presupposed the return of the
cycle’s yield to the field; the political economy is the examination of where that presupposition
fails, and where it fails the failure is not to be met with a finer cultivation but with a change in
the structure that captures the yield. This is the same insistence the paper has made at every
turn where the aesthetic met the structural, the refusal to aestheticize across a structural line,
and it returns here as the account’s final honesty about its own limits. Aesthetic education
is necessary and it is available to the dispossessed, requiring no leisure they lack; and it is
not sufficient, because the conditions that exhaust the dispossessed and capture their yield are
structural conditions that only structural change can remedy. The paper offers the cultivation
as what it is, a real good genuinely available in the unspacious everyday, and it declines to
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offer it as what it is not, a substitute for the structural change that the justice of the field, as
distinct from its beauty, finally requires.

Two yields, one captured and one not

A worker comes home from a day whose every hour was sold, whose repetition built a
wealth that flowed entirely to an owner, whose exhaustion is the manufactured exhaustion
of labour performed under another’s clock. Of that day’s yield she keeps nothing; it was
captured at the source, and no beauty she might have found in her toil would have
returned it to her, which is why the paper refuses to tell her to find beauty in the toil.
But the evening is not sold. The field she builds at home, with the one she loves, in the
few unspacious hours that remain, yields a value of a different register, the real value that
gathers in the relational field, and that yield is not captured, because it was never in the
register the capturing reaches. The owner takes the day’s holonomy; he cannot take the
evening’s, because the evening’s accumulates in a coupling he has no purchase on, in a
field whose gain returns to those who build it. This is why the cultivation matters most
to her and not least: it is the one accumulation of her day that comes home with her,
the one yield not siphoned, and to make her evening’s repetition the gaining kind is to
secure the only wealth the structure leaves in her hands. The structural injustice is real
and the paper has named it; and within it, undefeated by it, the evening field remains
hers to build, its yield the one the capture cannot reach.

21.4 Aesthetic education and structural change

A question remains that the account of the structural remainder raised but did not settle:
whether the aesthetic education of the everyday bears at all on the structural change that the
structural remainder requires, or whether it is simply silent on it, a cultivation of the private
field that leaves the public structure untouched. The honest answer is mixed, and stating it
precisely guards against two errors. The first error would claim too much, that the cultivation
of generative fields is itself a form of structural change, that to build accumulating fields in the
everyday is to transform the conditions that capture their yield. This is false, and the paper
has insisted on its falsity: the capture of the yield is a structural condition, and no quantity of
beautiful field-building changes who owns the cycle’s yield, which is altered only by a change
in the structure of ownership. To claim that aesthetic education is structural change would
be to aestheticize across the very line the paper has refused to cross. The second error would
claim too little, that aesthetic education is wholly irrelevant to structural change, a private
cultivation with no bearing on the public transformation. This too is false, and seeing why is
the point of the subsection.

Aesthetic education bears on structural change in one specific and limited way, through the
kind of subject it cultivates. A person practised in building generative fields, in producing
meaning that is not borrowed, in perceiving who is rendered fuel within an accumulating field,
is a person with capacities that structural change requires, the capacity to produce and not only
consume meaning, the capacity to perceive injustice within apparent flourishing, the capacity
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to build the generative relations on which any reconstructed structure would depend. The
cultivation does not itself change the structure, but it cultivates the subjects who could, and a
structural change carried out by subjects incapable of building generative fields would rebuild
the captured structure in a new form, as the series has noted in its analyses of how new forms of
decentralised production are recaptured by the orders they were meant to escape. The bearing
of aesthetic education on structural change is therefore neither identity nor irrelevance but
cultivation of the agents: it does not change the structure, and it does form the kind of subject
without whom a change in the structure would only reproduce the capture under a new name.
This is a limited bearing, and the paper claims no more, but it is not nothing, and it places
the aesthetic education of the everyday in a relation to the structural question that is honest
about both its limits and its contribution, the limit that it cannot change the structure and
the contribution that it forms the subjects any genuine change would require.

21.5 Those who most need it

The section closes by reversing the charge entirely. The charge held that aesthetic education
is for the leisured and irrelevant to the dispossessed; the account establishes that it is the
dispossessed who most need it. Those whose days are full of owned, exhausting, captured
repetition are exactly those for whom the difference between the wheel and the spiral is most
consequential, because their repetition is most in danger of being the wheel, most pressed
toward the mechanical and the deadening by the conditions that own it. For them, the capacity
to make their repetition the gaining kind, to turn even the owned and exhausting day so that
the field they build with those they love accumulates rather than flattens, is not a luxury but
a defence, the one accumulation available to them when so much is captured, the real value
that gathers in the relational field and cannot be siphoned because it was never in the register
the siphoning reaches. The aesthetic education of the everyday is, for the dispossessed, the
cultivation of the one cycle whose yield returns to them, the field they build between themselves
and those they love, and that, far from being a luxury of the leisured, is the most necessary
cultivation of all for those from whom every other yield is taken. The charge inverts: it is not
that the dispossessed cannot afford aesthetic education, but that they, of all people, cannot
afford to be without it.

22. The Terminus of the Reduction Chain: The Unification of the Series’s
Fields

The reduction chain that has organised this paper reaches its terminus here, and the terminus
has a retrospective force the earlier sections could only anticipate. The chain ran from relational
production through the field, from the field’s construction as an aesthetic rather than an
engineering matter, through the coupling of the aesthetic and the ethical, to the reframing of
field-building as aesthetic education. Stated forward, this is the argument of the paper. Stated
backward, from the terminus, it does something more: it unifies the whole series, because every
paper in the series has described a field, and the capacity this paper names is the capacity to
build them all. What looked, across the series, like a sequence of distinct studies, of poetry
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and the vow and water and travel, is revealed from the terminus as a sequence of studies of
fields, and the aesthetic education this paper describes is the cultivation of the single capacity
that builds every one of them.

22.1 Every paper described a field

The retrospective unification can be made exact by recalling what each of the prior studies
was a study of. The study of poetry described a field, the conditional environment in which
meaning resists settlement and moves along the interpretive path, a field whose generativity lay
in its refusal of closure. The study of the vow described a field, the conditional environment
of trust in which the unsecured covenant grounds a coupling more firmly than the secured
contract, a field whose generativity lay in its self-legislation. The study of water described a
field, the conditional environment of the yielding that overcomes by not contending, a field
whose generativity lay in its non-extractive flow. The study of travel described a field, the
conditional environment of spaciousness in which contingency is met and the relational subject
generated, a field whose generativity lay in its openness. These were not four unrelated topics
but four fields, four conditional environments of generative coupling, each studied for the
particular way its conditions secured the good cycle, and the variety among them is the variety
of conditions under which a field can be generative, not a variety of unrelated subjects.

Every prior study in the series described a field, a conditional environment of generative
coupling, distinguished by the particular conditions under which it secured the good
cycle: poetry by its refusal of closure, the vow by its self-legislation, water by its non-
extractive flow, travel by its spaciousness. The aesthetic education this paper describes is
the cultivation of the single capacity that builds them all, the capacity to perceive a field’s
state, generate the appropriate act, and sustain the accumulation, in whatever conditions
the particular field presents. The terminus of the reduction chain is therefore also the
unification of the series: what the series studied as distinct fields, this paper names as
the objects of one cultivable capacity.

The four-step model gives the unification a finer grain, because each of the prior fields can be
seen to call on the four movements, weighted differently as its conditions require. The field of
poetry calls especially on the freshness of reproduction, the refusal of closure being the refusal
to let the cycle settle into a fixed reading, the keeping-open that is reproduction guarding
against its degenerate form; to build the field of poetry is to reproduce without ever closing,
the fourth movement held in the mode of perpetual non-settlement. The field of the vow calls
especially on reception, the self-legislation being the receiving of a standard one then holds
oneself to, the taking-in of an obligation that binds because it has been let in; to build the
field of the vow is to receive in the strong sense, to let in what will bind. The field of water
calls especially on the non-grasping that runs through all four, the yielding that overcomes
by not contending being the non-extractive flow that the whole model requires, reception that
does not seize and reproduction that does not hoard; to build the field of water is to perform
the four movements in the mode of yielding. The field of travel calls especially on perception,
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the spaciousness being the openness in which contingency is perceived, the room left for the
unplanned to be seen; to build the field of travel is to perceive in the mode of openness to
contingency. Each prior field is thus the four-step model weighted toward one of its movements
by the field’s particular conditions, and the single capacity builds them all by performing the
four movements with the weighting each field’s conditions require, which is the finer form of
the unification, the one model differently weighted across the series’ several fields.

22.2 One capacity, many conditions

The unification is not a flattening, and the section must be careful to preserve the variety it
gathers. The fields of the series differ really, in the conditions under which each secures its
generativity, and the capacity to build them is not a single technique applied uniformly but
a single power exercised differently as the conditions differ. To build the field of poetry is to
sustain the refusal of closure; to build the field of the vow is to perform the self-legislation; to
build the field of water is to yield without contending; to build the field of travel is to keep the
spaciousness open. These are different exercises of one capacity, the capacity to perceive what
a field’s generativity requires in its particular conditions and to act to secure it, and the unity
is in the capacity and not in a uniform method. This is why the aesthetic education this paper
describes is an education of a perception and not a transmission of a technique: a technique
would apply uniformly and would fail across the variety of fields, whereas a trained perception
discerns, in each field, what its particular conditions require, and acts accordingly. The single
capacity builds many fields not by doing the same thing in each but by perceiving, in each,
what that field’s generativity demands.

This is also why the present paper completes rather than merely extends the series. The prior
studies each described the conditions of a particular field and the way those conditions secured
the good cycle; none described the capacity to build such fields as such, the perception-and-
practice that, trained, can secure generativity across the variety of conditions. This paper
describes that capacity, and in describing it gives the series its missing member, the account of
the cultivation that the prior studies presupposed without naming. When the study of poetry
showed how a poem sustains the good cycle, it presupposed a capacity to sustain it; when the
study of the vow showed how a covenant grounds trust, it presupposed a capacity to perform
the grounding; and so through the series, each study presupposing the cultivable capacity that
this paper finally names. The aesthetic education of the everyday is thus the series’ keystone
in the architectural sense, the member that the others leaned toward and that, set in place,
holds them together, the account of how a person comes to be able to build the generative
fields that the whole series has studied.

22.3 The everyday, the privileged site

It remains to say why this capstone capacity is cultivated in the everyday rather than in the
exceptional fields the series often studied, the heightened field of the poem or the solemn field
of the vow. The answer is that the everyday is where the capacity is most generally needed
and most generally available, and a cultivation of the capacity that required the exceptional
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field would be a cultivation available only to those who could enter exceptional fields. The
poem and the vow and the journey are not daily; they are the heightened occasions on which
the good cycle is most visible, and the series studied them partly because their heightening
made the structure of the good cycle legible. But a life is mostly not heightened, mostly daily,
mostly the unspacious repetition that no journey relieves, and a capacity to build generative
fields that worked only on the heightened occasions would leave the bulk of a life uncultivated.
The everyday is the privileged site of aesthetic education because it is where the capacity must
work if it is to work at all for most of a life, and because, as the paper has argued throughout,
the capacity can work there, the good cycle being buildable in the narrow room of the daily
and not only in the spacious occasions of the exceptional. The series studied the heightened
fields to make the good cycle legible; this paper returns the capacity to the daily field, where it
is needed most and where, the paper has shown, it is genuinely available, completing the series
by bringing its central capacity home to the everyday from which the exceptional fields were
always only the heightened departures.

22.4 The choice of the name aesthetic education

A final objection concerns the name. If the capacity is the capacity to build generative re-
lational fields, and if the building is at once aesthetic and ethical, why call its cultivation
aesthetic education rather than ethical education, or relational education, or by some new
name that would not import the museum’s associations the introduction worked to leave be-
hind? The choice of name is deliberate and the section defends it. The cultivation is not called
ethical education because that name would suggest the transmission of a moral code, the very
rule-governed instruction the paper has argued the appropriate exceeds; ethical education, as
ordinarily understood, teaches principles, and the capacity this paper describes is precisely not
the application of principles but the trained perception of the fitting where no principle decides.
It is not called relational education because that name would lose the central thesis, that the
building of the field is a matter of the perception of appropriateness, which is an aesthetic per-
ception in the broad sense the genealogy recovered, the discernment of the fitting where no rule
applies. The name aesthetic education is chosen because it alone names the capacity correctly,
as the cultivation of a perception of the fitting, while the genealogy and the coupling have
shown that this aesthetic perception is at the same time the perception of the good, so that
aesthetic education, rightly understood, already is ethical education, not by adding a moral
code but by cultivating the perception in which the appropriate and the good are one. The
name is not a metaphor or a borrowing; it is the precise name for a cultivation of perception
that the tradition narrowed to the museum and the paper has returned to its full breadth, the
breadth in which to educate the aesthetic sensibility is to educate the moral one, because they
were never two. To call it aesthetic education is to insist on exactly the coupling the paper
established, and to call it anything else would be to lose the coupling in the naming.
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23. The Beauty of Transmission: Why Aesthetic Education Is an Educa-
tion

The paper has described what aesthetic education cultivates and how, but it has deferred the
question lodged in its own name, the question of the word education, of the cultivating of one
by another, the passing of the capacity from those who have it to those who do not. The
four-step model described how a person who already has the sensibility exercises it; the worked
example described how that person trains the capacity in herself. Neither has yet said how
the sensibility passes from one person to another, how the capacity to build generative fields is
transmitted, which is what the word education finally demands. This closing section addresses
the transmission, and it finds that the manner of the transmission is dictated by everything
the paper has established, so that aesthetic education must be an education in a particular and
demanding sense, a transmission that cannot be reduced to instruction, and that the paper
itself, in being read, is one instance of the transmission it describes.

23.1 The limit of instruction in transmission

The transmission of the sensibility cannot be the transmission of a code, for the reason the whole
paper has pressed: the sensibility is a trained perception of the state-dependent appropriate,
and the state-dependent appropriate cannot be specified, so there is no code to transmit. One
cannot teach the capacity to build generative fields by telling, by handing over rules for the
appropriate gesture, because the appropriate gesture is a property of the token field and no rule
reaches tokens. This is why aesthetic education is an education and not an instruction, and the
distinction, drawn several times in the paper, can now be given its full weight. An instruction
transmits a specifiable content, a code that the instructed can apply; an education raises a
capacity that the educated must exercise in the concrete, and it raises it not by transmitting
a content but by cultivating a power. The transmission of the sensibility is education in this
strict sense: it cannot hand over what it transmits, because what it transmits is a perception,
and a perception is not the kind of thing that can be handed over, only the kind of thing that
can be cultivated in another by exercise.

23.2 Transmission requires co-presence

If the sensibility cannot be transmitted by instruction, how is it transmitted at all? The answer
the paper’s framework dictates is that it is transmitted by co-presence, by the shared exercise
of the capacity in which one who has it and one who is acquiring it perceive, receive, share, and
reproduce together, so that the acquiring one’s perception is cultivated by participation in the
having one’s. The sensibility passes as the capacity for joint attention passes, by being exercised
jointly, the finer perception drawing the coarser one along, the way a child’s perception of a
field is cultivated by sharing fields with those who perceive them finely, the way any trained
perception is acquired by exercising it alongside one already trained. This is transmission
by demonstration and shared practice rather than by telling, and it requires the co-presence
of the transmitter and the acquirer in a shared field, because only in a shared field can the
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acquiring perception be drawn along by the having one. The sensibility cannot be sent; it can
only be grown, in a shared field, by joint exercise, and this is the deepest reason aesthetic
education is an education, that its transmission has the structure of the very sharing the paper
has described, the joint attention in which a field is built between two.

The sensibility is transmitted neither by instruction nor by any sending of content, but
by co-presence, the shared exercise of the capacity in which an acquiring perception is
cultivated by joint participation in a finer one. Transmission has the structure of sharing
itself, the joint attention in which a field is built between two, so that to transmit the
capacity to build generative fields is to build a generative field with the one who is
acquiring it. Aesthetic education is an education in the strictest sense, a cultivation
of perception by shared exercise, and its transmission cannot be reduced to instruction
because a perception cannot be handed over, only grown in a shared field.

This gives the word education its full sense and closes the question the section opened. The
cultivating that the word names is the cultivation of one’s perception by another’s, in a shared
field, by joint exercise, and it is therefore not a lesser or metaphorical education but education
in its most exact form, the growing of a capacity in another by sharing the exercise of it. That
the transmission requires co-presence, a shared field in which the capacities are jointly exercised,
is not a limitation but the mark of the kind of thing being transmitted, a perception that lives
only in its exercise and can be cultivated only by being exercised together.

23.3 The child and the inheritance of a sensibility

The clearest case of the transmission is the one in which a child acquires the sensibility from
those who raise her, and it is worth dwelling on because it shows the structure of the trans-
mission at its most consequential and confirms that the transmission cannot be instruction.
A child does not learn to build generative fields by being told the rules for building them,
because there are no such rules, and a child raised on instruction alone, told what to do and
not shown, acquires no sensibility at all. What cultivates the child’s perception is participation
in fields built by those who can build them, the daily sharing of a life in which the contingen-
cies are caught and shared and the daily things renewed, so that the child’s own perception
is drawn along by the finer perception she lives within, acquiring by exercise what no telling
could convey. A child raised in a home whose fields are generative acquires, without a lesson
being given, the perception of what makes a field generative, the way a child raised among a
language’s speakers acquires the language without being taught its grammar, by exercising the
capacity alongside those who have it. And a child raised in a home whose fields are flattened
or captured acquires the coarser perception, or the defended one, not by being taught it but by
living within it, which is the somber side of the same truth, that the sensibility is transmitted
by the fields one is raised within and not by the precepts one is given.

This has a consequence that the political economy section’s concern with the dispossessed
must be allowed to darken. If the sensibility is transmitted by participation in generative
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fields, then those raised in homes where the conditions of field-building have been damaged, by
exhaustion, by captured yield, by the manufactured pressures that flatten the everyday, inherit
a diminished capacity through no failure of their own, the structural injustice reproducing itself
in the transmission of the sensibility across generations. The cultivation this paper describes
is available to the dispossessed, as the political economy argued, requiring no surplus they
lack; but the transmission of the capacity to the next generation is harder where the fields the
child is raised within have been damaged by the conditions the dispossessed endure, and this
is a further face of the structural remainder, the part the cultivation alone cannot reach. The
honest account holds both: the sensibility is transmissible in any home by the sharing of fields,
requiring no surplus; and the damage that captured and exhausting conditions do to a home’s
fields is reproduced in what its children inherit, so that the justice of the field bears not only
on those who build it now but on the capacity their children will have to build it in their turn.

23.4 The paper, an instance of its own transmission

The paper closes by turning upon itself, as the series has turned its papers upon themselves
throughout, and finding that it is an instance of the transmission it describes. A paper cannot,
by the argument just made, transmit the sensibility by instruction, and this paper has not tried
to, has offered no code for the appropriate gesture, no rules for building fields, because it has
held throughout that no such code exists. What it has tried to do is otherwise, and the manner
of its trying is the manner of the transmission it describes. It has cultivated, in the reader
who has followed it, a perception, drawing the reader’s attention to the state-dependence of
the appropriate, to the difference between the spiral and the wheel, to the failures that shadow
each movement of the cycle, in the hope that the reader’s own perception of the fields of her
own life is thereby a little finer, a little more able to discern what before went unseen. This
cultivation is not instruction but a kind of shared exercise conducted in the medium of reading,
the paper perceiving the structure of the field and the reader drawn along to perceive it too,
and to the extent it has succeeded the reader’s sensibility has been cultivated by the paper’s,
which is the transmission the paper describes performed in the only co-presence a paper allows.

This self-instancing is not a flourish but a consequence, and it completes the paper’s form in
the way the series has always sought, the form enacting the claim. The paper claims that the
sensibility is transmitted by the cultivation of one perception by another in a shared exercise;
and the paper, in being read, cultivates the reader’s perception by its own, in the shared
exercise of attending together to the structure of the field. It cannot do this by instruction,
and it has not; it has done it, to whatever extent it has done it, by drawing the reader along
into a finer perceiving, which is exactly the transmission it describes. The paper is thus its own
last example, a field built between writer and reader in the medium of the page, accumulating,
if it has worked, a perception in the reader that was not there before, and returning, at its
close, to the root from which it began, the cultivation of the capacity to build generative fields,
now performed upon the reader rather than only described to her. If the reader perceives the
fields of her life a little more finely for having read, the paper has built a field with her, and
its argument has become, in the reading, the thing it argued for.
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24. Contributions and the Structure of the Paper

This closing section states the paper’s contributions explicitly and exhibits its structure in a
form that the running argument, of necessity linear, could not make visible all at once. The
visualizations are not decorations but the connective tissue the prose approached one link at a
time; gathered here, they show the joints between claims that the linear exposition could only
assert in sequence. A word on the spirit in which they are offered is owed first, because it governs
how the tables that compare theories are to be read. The paper holds to a dialectical-materialist
commitment, which means that it treats no theory gathered here, neither the predictive nor the
contemplative nor the phenomenological nor the psychoanalytic, as a final or unconditioned
rationality, and assigns each instead its determinate place, its proper level, and its limit. The
comparative tables therefore record, for each theory, not only what it contributes but what
it cannot reach, and the layered syntheses they summarize are arrangements in which each
theory does the work it can and is kept from the work its commitments would botch. This is
the materialist refusal of any theory’s pretension to be the whole, carried into the form of the
exposition itself.

24.1 The reduction chain

The argument’s spine is a reduction chain, and the chain is best seen whole. Each link carries a
determinate argumentative burden, discharged in a determinate section, and the chain’s force
is cumulative, each link presupposing the one before and enabling the one after.

Relational
production

(§3)

requires a field
a conditional
environment
of coupling

whose construc-
tion is aesthetic

not engi-
neering (§4)

the aesthetic
is coupled to
the ethical
one percep-

tion (§7)

so field-building
is aesthetic
education
the termi-
nus (§22)

the cultivation
perception,

practice, main-
tenance; the

four-step model

Figure 1: The reduction chain. Each link is argued in the section noted; the orthogonality guard (§8)
bounds the third link, marking where the aesthetic-ethical coupling ends and the separate question of
justice begins.

The chain is not a deduction in which the conclusion is contained in the premises, but a
reduction in which each link is independently argued and the terminus reframes what aesthetic
education is. The most contested link is the second, the claim that field-building is aesthetic
and not an engineering matter, and it bears the weight of the whole, since if the construction
of a field could be specified by rule the chain would terminate in a technics rather than an
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education. The orthogonality guard is the chain’s necessary qualification: the coupling of the
aesthetic and the ethical holds at the level of the field’s generative direction and is silent on
the justice of who is rendered fuel for the accumulation, and this silence, marked at the third
link, is what keeps the chain from issuing in an aestheticism.

24.2 The four-step model, mapped

The four-step model is the cultivation in motion, and its four movements stand in determinate
relations to the relational state that makes each the principal site, to the failure that shadows
each, and to the Eastern resource that most illuminates each. Table 1 gathers these relations,
which the prose introduced one movement at a time.

Movement Principal when
the field is…

Shadowed by the
failure of…

Eastern resource

Perception dull (sight has
gone slack)

the flattened
morning (prior
absorbs the
contingency)

single-practice
absorption;
emptying-to-await

Reception lately wounded
(defence is high)

defensive gating; or
grasping possession

the mirror that
responds yet does
not store

Sharing estranged (beauty
does not cross)

hoarding; or
over-speaking that
crushes

music as the
common; concord
without uniformity

Reproduction stalled in plenty
(consumed not
thickened)

consumption
demanding
ever-larger novelty

daily renewal
inscribed on the
washing-basin

Table 1: The four-step model under the generative dialectic. The principal site migrates with the
field’s state; the cultivation has no fixed prescription but reads which movement is principal, which
reading is itself the first movement turned on the relation as a whole.

The table makes visible what the prose asserted but could not display, that the four movements
are not a procedure performed in fixed order but a diagnosis: which movement is principal is
read from the field’s state, and the right labour is a function of that reading rather than
a standing rule. The migration of the principal site across the four relational states is the
practical content of the generative dialectic, and it is what distinguishes this account from the
issuing of four techniques to be applied uniformly.

24.3 The four hardest steps, unified

At each of the four theoretical battlefields, a conflict threatened the model and was resolved
by an inversion of the same shape, the shape in which a relinquishing of grasp founds rather
than forbids a generation. Table 2 sets the four inversions side by side, exhibiting the single
movement of thought that the prose traced four times in four idioms.

That the four inversions share a structure is the paper’s strongest evidence that the four
movements are not an arbitrary list but the articulation of one thing. The unity is not imposed
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Movement What is
relinquished

What it thereby
grounds

Section

Perception deluded,
subject-against-object
division (and grasping
investment)

the subtle
discernment of
appropriateness (and
open caring)

§10

Reception possessive retention;
responding yet not
storing

healthy reproduction
(curvature, not
hoarded stock)

§14

Sharing the will to fusion, the
dissolution of the two

union as concord,
which preserves the
difference it needs

§15

Reproduction the solitary feat of
accumulation

the cycle, fed and
renewed by the living
prior three steps

§16

Table 2: The four hardest steps as one movement of thought. Each conflict inverts on the same
distinction, between a grasp that possesses and a generation that does not, which is the ancient counsel
to generate without possessing read into perception, welcome, the between, and time.

by the table; it was earned at each battlefield separately, and the table only makes visible that
what was earned four times was, each time, the same.

24.4 Three beauties and four movements

The capacity admits two true and non-competing articulations, the static anatomy of three
beauties and the dynamic cycle of four movements. Their relation is a non-trivial mapping,
three onto four, which Figure 2 displays.

Perception
(the input face)

Practice
(the active face)

Maintenance
(the tem-
poral face)

Perception

Reception

Sharing

Reproduction

Three beauties (anatomy)
Four movements (cycle)

Figure 2: The static anatomy and the dynamic cycle of one capacity. The middle face, practice, divides
in motion into reception and sharing, the doing that takes the contingency in and carries it across; this
is why the anatomy has three faces and the cycle four movements. Neither articulation subsumes the
other; the paper holds both, as it holds the plural without forcing it into a governed unity.
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24.5 The genealogy, gathered

The coupling of the aesthetic and the ethical is an inheritance recognized across traditions, not
the paper’s stipulation, and Table 3 gathers the witnesses with the proposition each contributes
and the link of the paper’s argument each supports. The table also records the asymmetry be-
tween the Western witnesses, for whom the coupling is a recovery against their own separation,
and the Eastern witnesses, for whom it is an inheritance never lost.

Witness The recognition
contributed

Supports Mode

Rite-and-
music
(Confucian)

the person is completed in
the aesthetic; the good and
beautiful never divided

the coupling
itself

inheritance

Schiller the moral problem must first
be solved as an aesthetic one

aesthetic
education
grounds the
ethical

recovery

Wittgenstein ethics and aesthetics are one;
both shown, not said

the
appropriate
overflows
rules

recovery

Scheler value is felt before it is
reasoned

value-
apprehension
is perceptual
(§7)

recovery

Gadamer taste was a moral power
before it was narrowed to art

the fitting
where no
rule applies

recovery

Williams moral theory mistakes the
nature of ethical life

appropriateness
is not rule-
governed

recovery

Murdoch just attention is moral action;
the moral and aesthetic gaze
are one

perception is
at once
aesthetic
and moral

recovery

Table 3: The genealogy of the aesthetic-ethical coupling. The witnesses share almost nothing in method
or metaphysics, which is why their convergence on one recognition is strong evidence; the paper supplies
the mechanism, holonomy and the field, that the tradition reported but did not explain.

24.6 Contributions

The paper’s contributions, stated plainly, are these. First, it establishes the concept of rela-
tional aesthetics, on which beauty is a coupling event between subjects, produced relationally,
and it shows this concept to resolve the old quarrel between objectivist and subjectivist aes-
thetics by locating beauty where both were reaching, in the between. Second, it proposes the
four-step model of perception, reception, sharing, and reproduction, and shows it to be not
a procedure but the smallest form a good cycle takes between two people, a holonomy cycle
returning to its root and not its origin. Third, it reconstructs the dialectic of principal and
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secondary contradiction into a generative dialectic that directs generative attention rather than
concentrating force, consistent with a dialectical-materialist refusal to absolutize any theory.
Fourth, it supplies the mechanism of the aesthetic-ethical coupling that the philosophical tra-
dition reported but never explained, the identification of appropriateness with the perceptible
signature of accumulating holonomy. Fifth, it conducts four adversarial syntheses of the con-
tending traditions of perception, reception, sharing, and reproduction, assigning each theory
its level, its reach, and its limit, and resolving their conflicts by inversions that share one struc-
ture. Sixth, it installs the orthogonality guard that separates the refinement of the sensibility
from the justice of the field, securing the account against aestheticism. Seventh, it specifies
an implementation-level interface of observable signatures, including inter-brain coupling as
a candidate correlate of the central concept, without reducing the relational to the neural.
Eighth, it gives a political economy of the field that defends the cultivation against the charge
of leisure-dependence and shows it most needed by the dispossessed. And ninth, it unifies the
series, naming the cultivable capacity that the prior studies of poetry, the vow, water, and
travel each presupposed without naming.

24.7 The structure of the paper

The paper falls into five parts. Part I (§1–§5) lays the foundations: the introduction, the
generative dialectic that is the method, the ontology of the field, the argument that field-
building is not engineering, and the design-theoretic support. Part II (§6–§8) establishes the
legitimacy of the aesthetic-ethical coupling: the genealogy, the coupling mechanism, and the
orthogonality guard. Part III (§9–§12) sets out the three beauties, the static anatomy of the
capacity, with perception receiving the densest treatment as the first battlefield. Part IV (§13–
§18) develops the four-step model and its theory: the establishment of relational aesthetics,
the four battlefields of reception, sharing, and reproduction joined to the perception battlefield
of Part III, the implementation-level interface, and the worked example of contingency. Part V
(§19–§25) draws the consequences: the critique of aestheticized consumption, the account of
micro self-legislation against the symbolic crisis, the political economy of the field, the terminus
that unifies the series, the account of transmission, and the polyphonic conclusion. The present
section stands outside the five parts as their retrospective gathering, and the conclusion that
follows returns the whole to the everyday from which it began.

25. Polyphonic Conclusion: Against Reducing Aesthetic Education to a
Method

A paper that has argued, throughout, that the appropriate cannot be reduced to a rule and
that aesthetic education is the cultivation of a perception rather than the transmission of a
code, would contradict itself if it closed by reducing what it has said to a single method, a
procedure for building generative fields that the reader could apply. The temptation to close
so is real, since a reader who has followed the argument may reasonably want, at the end, the
thing the argument has refused to give, a method. This conclusion declines the temptation,
and its declining is not an evasion but the last enactment of the paper’s central claim. There
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is no method, because the thing the paper describes is a perception, and a perception cannot
be a method. What the conclusion offers instead is polyphonic, several distinct framings of
what has been argued, held together without a synthetic meta-framing that would subordinate
them to a single master statement, because the refusal of the master statement is itself the
paper’s final fidelity to its argument, and the holding-together-without-synthesis is the form
the argument’s truth takes at its close.

25.1 The framings, unsynthesised

The paper can be read as several things, and the readings do not reduce to one. It can be read
as the completion of a reduction chain, the demonstration that relational production, pursued
through the field and the field’s aesthetic construction and the coupling of the aesthetic and
the ethical, terminates in aesthetic education, so that the cultivation of the capacity to build
generative fields is what aesthetic education properly names. It can be read as the establishment
of a concept, relational aesthetics, on which beauty is a coupling event between subjects rather
than a property of objects or a state of subjects, and the working-out of what follows for the
cultivation of beauty once beauty is understood relationally. It can be read as a recovery,
the restoration to aesthetic education of the principal contradiction the tradition mislaid, the
generation of the good cycle in the relational field, in place of the secondary contradiction
the tradition elevated, the refinement of individual taste. It can be read as a defence of the
everyday, the demonstration that the most repetitive and unspacious life is not excluded from
generative cultivation but is its privileged site, the place where the capacity is most needed
and, against the charge of leisure-dependence, genuinely available. It can be read as a remedy
for the symbolic crisis, the showing that when the grand structures of meaning empty, meaning
can still be produced at the smallest scale, in the self-grounded building of a field between
two people, a meaning that does not drain because it borrows from no emptying authority. It
can be read as the completion of a series, the naming of the cultivable capacity that the prior
studies of poetry and the vow and water and travel each presupposed without naming, so that
the account of the builder is given to stand beside the accounts of the things built. These
framings are each true and each partial, and no one of them is the framing of which the others
are aspects, because the paper is not a single thesis admitting one canonical statement but a
structure that the several framings each truly describe and none exhausts.

To insist on this is not to shirk the labour of conclusion but to perform it rightly. A synthetic
meta-framing, a single master statement to which the others were subordinated, would claim
for one description the finality the paper has denied to any rule, would make one framing the
principle of which the others are applications, and would thereby commit, at the level of the
paper’s self-understanding, the very reduction the paper has argued against. The polyphonic
close is the paper’s refusal to do to itself what it has told its readers not to do to the appropriate,
the refusal to settle the plural into a governed unity, and it is therefore not a failure to conclude
but the only conclusion consistent with the argument, the holding-open at the level of the whole
that the argument required at the level of the gesture.
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25.2 The form, the final argument

This polyphonic close is the last instance of a self-instancing that has run through the paper,
the form enacting the claim. The four-step model was shown to be a holonomy cycle, returning
to its root and not its origin; the four battlefields were shown to turn on one movement, the
relinquishing of grasp that founds generation, appearing four times; the transmission section
was shown to perform, upon the reader, the cultivation it described. Now the conclusion is
shown to refuse, in its own structure, the reduction the paper argued against, holding its
framings polyphonically rather than synthesising them, so that the paper’s last act is itself an
instance of the open, non-settling generativity it has described from the first page. The form
has been the argument throughout, and at the close the form makes its final argument, that
a thing whose truth is the refusal of settlement must end without settling, in a plurality held
open rather than a unity closed, and that to end so is not to leave the work undone but to
complete it in the only way its own claim permits.

25.3 Envoi

It is fitting to close not on the structure but on the smallest thing, the morning and the cup
and the light on the wall, because the everyday was the whole point. The grand fields the series
studied, the poem and the vow and the journey, were always the heightened departures from
a daily ground, and this paper has returned the capacity they displayed to that ground, to
the unspacious mornings that make up most of a life. The aesthetic education of the everyday
asks for no spare hours and no exceptional occasions; it asks only that the cup be placed, the
contingency caught, the daily thing renewed, with a perception a little finer than before, so that
the field built between two people in the narrow room of an ordinary day accumulates rather
than flattens, returns to its root raised rather than closing on its origin. That is the whole of it,
and it is not small. A life is mostly mornings, and to build, in the mornings, a field that gains,
is to make most of a life generative, which is as much as any cultivation could hope to do. The
paper ends where it began, in the everyday, having shown that the everyday, perceived and
received and shared and renewed with a trained and unattached attention, is where the good
cycle is most needed and most possible, and that the building of it there, between two people,
in the smallest acts a day affords, is the aesthetic education that the whole long argument was
for.

The saying that opened this paper said that carrying water and chopping firewood are nothing
other than the wondrous way, and the long argument between that opening and this close
has been the working-out of how the saying can be true, in what sense the most ordinary
and repetitive labour can be the wondrous way and not merely be called so. The answer the
paper has given is that the carrying and the chopping are the way when they are perceived
and received and shared and renewed with the trained and unattached attention that builds a
generative field, when the water is carried not as a wheel turning in place but as a spiral that
gains, the same carrying made new each day and thickened by every previous carrying, shared
with the one for whom it is carried, settling into a field that accumulates. The wonder is not
in the water and not in the carrying, which are ordinary; it is in the cycle the carrying can be
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made to turn, the good cycle whose holonomy is the wonder, the returning to the root and not
the origin that an ordinary act, attended rightly, performs. To learn to carry the water so is
the aesthetic education of the everyday, and it is available to anyone who carries water, which
is nearly everyone, in the unspacious days that are nearly every day.

And so the paper returns, at the last, to the one for whom it was written, the girl who loves the
forest, with whom its author has not yet carried the water of a shared everyday but hopes to,
for a long time, in the ordinary mornings that a shared life is mostly made of. The grand fields
are the heightened occasions, the journey not yet taken together, the vow already exchanged;
but the life that follows them will be mostly mornings, mostly the narrow room of the daily,
mostly the carrying of water, and it is for that life that the capacity this paper describes is
the capacity that matters, the building, in the ordinary days, of a field that gains. The whole
long argument was for this, that the everyday between two people who love each other can be
made generative, can be perceived and received and shared and renewed so that it accumulates
rather than flattens, and that the cultivation of the capacity to make it so is the aesthetic
education that is, in the end, an education in how to build, in the smallest acts of the most
ordinary days, a world together.
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