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ABSTRACT 
 
Several contemporary philosophers have argued that moral flaws in an artwork, such as 

an artwork�s presenting an immoral perspective as commendable, constitute aesthetic 

flaws, i.e., that the presence of moral flaws in an artwork diminish its aesthetic value.  

The arguments put forth to support this position fail, or so I argue, as several objections 

to them are raised and analyzed.  Once the ground has been cleared of moralist concerns, 

I propose some arguments for the value of immoral art.   
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CHAPTER I 

MORALISM 
  

 The claim that art can corrupt is not an unfamiliar one.  After many recent news 

stories of violence, we have heard stories about how a good child was corrupted into 

violence by the influence of violent films, television, video games, or other media.  Good 

people are powerless in the face this corrupting force, and so the fault must lie with the 

art and not within the individual.  This particular line of criticism does not commend art�s 

capacity to educate or enlighten, rather the focus is on its immoral content, and a variety 

of explanations as to what makes art immoral exist.  Declaring a given artwork to be 

immoral is a popular accusation, but one that is often made without a firm understanding 

of what the claim means.  Despite this, we can make some sense of these different attacks 

with the understanding that, �immoral art is art which has some intrinsic moral defect, 

while acknowledging that there are a diversity of views about what constitutes 

immorality in art�.1  The discussion of immoral art raises an intriguing question: what is 

the relationship between an artwork�s moral value and its aesthetic value?  In other 

words, does the presence of immoral content in an artwork diminish (or enrich) its 

beauty?  Arguments stating that the moral evaluation of an artwork is relevant to the 

aesthetic evaluation of an artwork can be generally grouped under the banner of 

moralism.  Moralism need not be committed to a particular conception of immorality, as 

                                                
1 Jacobson, �In Praise of Immoral Art�. 
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the central issue at stake is the legitimacy of moral considerations bearing on aesthetic 

ones and not the truth of statements concerning an artwork�s moral status.  

 The worry that immoral art can corrupt is not a contemporary one; Plato criticizes 

art on the grounds that it is morally corrupting in The Republic.  His concern was that 

through practicing emotional release in response to poetry and theater, people, even the 

morally virtuous, would respond similarly in actual circumstances.  This lack of control 

was thought to be undesirable, and so these arts which foster it were undesirable as well.  

Platonic moralism is most closely associated with contemporary concern over art�s 

potential to corrupt.  Interestingly, Platonic moralism also shares a lack of appreciation 

for art�s capacity for moral improvement.  For Plato, the art which evokes the strongest 

response is also the morally worst.    

 A more sophisticated moralist polemic is to be found in Hume, who was 

concerned with a slightly different problem of immoral art.  It is his position that moral 

flaws in a work prevent him from even appreciating the redeeming qualities in the same 

work.  In his famous piece, �Of the Standard of Taste�, Hume writes: 

 But where the ideas of morality and decency alter from one age to another, and 
 where vicious manners are described, without being marked with the proper 
 characters of blame and disapprobation; this must be allowed to disfigure the 
 poem, and to be a real deformity.  I cannot, nor is it proper I should, enter into 
 such sentiments; and however I may excuse the poet, on account of the manners 
 of his age, I never can relish the composition.2 
 

Humean moralism equates moral flaws with aesthetic ones, whenever this evaluation is 

relevant.  No specific examples of immoral art are provided in the Hume selection cited 

                                                
2 Hume, �Of the Standard of Taste� p. 7. 
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above though, leaving open the questions of how grave a moral defect is required to 

disfigure the work as a whole and what, specifically, proper blame and disapprobation 

are.  The clear claim offered is that an immoral artwork will be unable to move a virtuous 

audience.  A further implication of Hume�s view is that it is worse for a work to deviate 

from morality than truth.  Hume urges us to excuse factual inaccuracies, be they the result 

of obsolete historical perspective or contemporary misinformation, but warns us against 

accepting moral falsities.   

 Contemporary aesthetics has experienced a sort of resurgence of moralism, 

spearheaded mainly by three prominent contemporary aestheticians: Noel Carroll, Berys 

Gaut, and Kendall Walton.  Of the three, Walton�s position has the most sympathies with 

Plato, though their positions may have more dissimilarities than similarities.  Gaut and 

Carroll take up Humean stances on moralism, though they as well differ slightly from 

Hume and from each other.  It is to their arguments which I will now turn.  I shall attempt 

to explain the different positions of the above philosophers and place them under 

scrutiny.  If their arguments do not stand up to such scrutiny, then we will have reason to 

reject three of the possibly strongest moralist arguments, and have come a long way in 

freeing the morally sensitive art lover to enjoy great art, whether it is moral or not.  This 

is of some significance, and in the subsequent section I will offer some arguments for the 

value of immoral art.   
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CHAPTER II 

MORALIST ARGUMENTS 
  

 Carroll distinguishes four different positions on the relationship between aesthetic 

and moral values: radical autonomism, radical moralism, moderate autonomism, and 

moderate moralism.  Radical autonomism, in short, is the view that moral criticism is 

never appropriately applied to artworks, whereas radical moralism is the view that the 

only appropriate method of artistic criticism is moral evaluation.  We will not be 

concerning ourselves with these two positions, suffice to say they are fraught with 

difficulty.3  Moderate moralism, is, in brief, the view that, at least sometimes, the moral 

flaws in an artwork constitute aesthetic flaws.  Moderate autonomism is the view that 

aesthetic as well as moral criticisms of artworks are equally legitimate, yet separate.4  

 Carroll offers two arguments in favor of moderate moralism; the moral defect 

argument, and the aesthetic defect argument.  Let�s begin with the former: 

 The Moral Defect Argument5  

 1. Suppose the perspective of an artwork is immoral. 

 2. Therefore, the work �invites� us to share this [morally] defective perspective. 

 3. Any work which invites us to share a morally defective perspective is, itself,   

     morally defective. 

 4. Therefore, the work in question is morally defective.   

                                                
3 Carroll, �Moderate Moralism�.  Also, Gaut, �The Ethical Criticism of Art�. 
4 Carroll, �Moderate Moralism Versus Moderate Autonomism�. 
5 Anderson & Dean, �Moderate Autonomism�, pg. 7.   
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An artwork can present a perspective by way of certain descriptions.  A novel, for 

example, may describe a terrible crime with whimsy, and hence present a perspective 

which finds crime entertaining or comical, rather than despicable.  By presenting such 

perspectives, the work invites us to view things the same way, and the argument suggests 

that that is immoral and, hence, the novel is immoral.  Even if this is true, it does not yet 

give us enough reason to conclude that the novel is thereby aesthetically defective.  For 

that, Carroll, must also introduce: 

 The Aesthetic Defect Argument6   

 1. Suppose the perspective of an artwork is immoral. 

 2. The immorality portrayed subverts the possibility of uptake.   

 3. Any artwork which subverts its own genre is aesthetically defective. 

 4. Therefore, the work in question is aesthetically defective.   

The second premise of this argument is crucial and needs further support.  Such support 

could be found in Aristotle, for example, who outlines conditions for which artworks (in 

this case tragedies) can be successful.  Given that, and the truth of the moral defect 

argument, we have reason to regard immoral art as aesthetically inferior art. 

  Gaut describes his position as ethicism, though it would not be unfair to describe 

it as moralist.  The crux of his position is:     

 The Merited-Response Argument7 

 1. Immoral art expresses a pernicious ethical perspective, which involves calling   

     for attitudes and feelings it would be wrong to have, even in imagination. 

                                                
6 Ibid. 
7 Jacobson, pg. 170. 
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 2. Unethical responses are never merited. 

 3. It is an aesthetic flaw for a work of art to call for an unmerited response. 

 4. Therefore, immoral art is aesthetically flawed. 

Though similar to Carroll�s arguments, Gaut�s has at least one notable difference.  

Following from the third premise, it is an aesthetic flaw of a work to call for unmerited 

responses, it is also an aesthetic merit of a work to call for merited responses.  Artworks 

which present commendable ethical perspectives are thus aesthetically enriched.   

 Walton�s position is more difficult to distinguish.  At times, his arguments sound 

distinctly Humean: �morally repugnant ideas may so distract us that we are unable to 

appreciate whatever aesthetic value the work possesses�8 and:  

If the work�s obnoxious message does not destroy its aesthetic value, it nevertheless 
renders it morally inaccessible.  That must count as an aesthetic as well as a moral 
defect.9   
 

Examples here could be racist jokes, offensive cartoons, etc.  Walton thus draw a 

connection between moral defects and aesthetic defects, and along with Hume, expresses 

concern over even being bale to penetrate through the moral defects in order to appreciate 

whatever aesthetic value may lie underneath.  This relationship deserves more attention 

and will be addressed later. 

 At other times, though, Walton seems worried over immoral art�s capacity to 

corrupt our moral sensibilities.  Here he appears to be echoing Plato: 

 Adopting even in imagination a moral view that I reject in reality, allowing 
 myself to think and feel in imagination as though my convictions were different 

                                                
8 Walton, �Morals in Fiction and Fictional Morality�. 
9 Ibid. 
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 from what they actually are, might change my moral orientation; it might in this 
 sense �pervert the sentiments of my heart�, even if it doesn�t change my 
 convictions.10  
 
The concern is that even entertaining immoral perspectives could corrupt one�s moral 

sensibilities, even if one tries to resist while imagining.  Walton appears to have at least 

some sympathies with contemporary concern over immoral art.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
10 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER III 

AGAINST THE MORALIST ARGUMENTS 

 
As it stands thus far, moralism appears to be an imposing set of obstacles on the path 

toward praising immoral art.  Though the arguments presented are related, they are 

different enough to warrant separate analyses, and that is what they shall be given.  The 

strategy developed in this section of the essay will be to critically analyze the moralist 

arguments presented earlier in an attempt to refute them.  If the arguments can be 

successfully dismantled, then the threat of moralism will have been significantly reduced, 

and the ground will be cleared for later arguments in favor of immoral art.   

 Let�s now direct our focus back to the moralist arguments.  Carroll�s own 

position, moderate moralism, is, in brief, the view that, at least sometimes, the moral 

flaws in an artwork constitute aesthetic flaws.  He attempts to defend this view against 

the view labeled moderate autonomism, which is the view that aesthetic as well as moral 

criticisms of artworks are equally legitimate, yet separate.  For the moderate autonomist, 

the modes of criticism will often overlap, such as an aesthetic criticism focusing on some 

of the moral dimensions of an art work, but this does not necessitate that the two distinct 

modes of evaluation are actually one in the same.  A consequence of this view is that the 

moral aspects of an artwork do not factor into its aesthetic worth, i.e., moral or immoral 

elements do not either strengthen or diminish an artwork�s aesthetic value.  This is the 

view I will be defending in this section against the moralist arguments given earlier.  It is 

crucial to this project to refute any arguments equating moral flaws with aesthetic flaws. 
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 Combining Carroll�s arguments gives us a new and potentially threatening 

argument of just that type, which I shall call the Moral/Aesthetic Defect Argument11: 

  1. Suppose the perspective of an artwork is immoral. 
 
 2. The immorality portrayed undermines the  possibility that a morally sensitive   
     audience will appreciate it (qua artwork). 
 
 3. Any artwork which undermines this possibility is aesthetically defective.  
 
 4. Therefore, the perspective portrayed by the artwork is aesthetically defective. 

This argument equates moral defects with aesthetic ones via a reduction in the possible 

uptake of an artwork�s immoral perspective by a morally sensitive audience.  The 

inclusion of the �morally sensitive� qualifier is important, so as to eliminate any 

counterexamples based on the morally bereft.  The problem there would be with the 

audience and not with the immoral artwork, e.g., it would not be a failing of Brave New 

World if most people appreciated its moral message while psychopathic genetic scientists 

did not.  Most audiences, or what we might think of as a typical audience, would meet the 

morally sensitive criterion; they would have a conscience, moral intuitions, etc.  Carroll�s 

argument does not rely on the existence of such an audience, however, and I mention 

morally defected audiences only to show that they would not count as legitimate 

counterexamples to his claim.   

 The implications of the argument, then, are that if an artwork fails to entice a 

morally sensitive audience to the uptake of its (flawed) moral perspective, insofar as it 

has one, then the artwork is aesthetically flawed.  This interpretation of the implications 

of Carroll�s arguments is supported textually: 
                                                
11 Anderson & Dean, �Moderate Autonomism�.  The argument summary is theirs, the title mine.   
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 Failure to elicit the right moral response, then, is a failure in the design of the 
 work, and, therefore, is an aesthetic failure.  The design (the aesthetic structure) of 
 American Psycho is flawed on its own terms�12 
 

Carroll later refines his position in response to the attacks of Anderson & Dean13, but the 

connection between moral values and aesthetic values remains: 

 With respect to the artwork in question, the evil perspective of the artwork is an 
 ineliminable factor in explaining why, as a matter of fact, it is morally defective 
 and in explaining why, as matter of fact, it is aesthetically defective�The 
 evilness of a work is a reason for both its moral and its aesthetic defectiveness.14 
 

Carroll specifies the type of aesthetic flaw as a flaw in design, but it remains unclear how 

this is so.  George Dickie points out that while Carroll�s argument concerns an artwork�s 

capacity to elicit the uptake of its moral perspective by a morally sensitive audience, his 

example, American Psycho, is purportedly of an actual failure of an artwork to do so.  

That failure, for Carroll, is a failure of its aesthetic design or structure, and Dickie 

interprets that as meaning that the work must contain some kind of incoherence�if the 

aesthetic structure of a work is flawed, then the work is incoherent.  Under that 

interpretation, it is not immediately clear why the failure of an artwork to elicit a proper 

moral response need constitute incoherence in the piece itself.  He submits his own 

example of Triumph of the Will as an example of this point; the film is wonderfully well 

made, and certainly not incoherent�there are several morally repulsive yet persistent 

themes throughout it, even though the film does fail to elicit the prescribed moral 

response.   

                                                
12 Carroll, �Moderate Moralism�, pg. 233. 
13 Anderson & Dean, �Moderate Autonomism�. 
14 Carroll, �Moderate Moralism Versus Moderate Autonomism�, pg. 423. 
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 Further analysis of this failure reveals that even it itself may not constitute an 

aesthetic defect.  Dickie sees two ways in which the failure of uptake could occur15: 

 1. Failure of the artwork to have the capacity to elicit uptake. 
 
 2. Failure of the (morally sensitive) audience to embrace the artwork�s moral   
     perspective. 
 

If Dickie is correct about Triumph of the Will being a coherent piece, even though it fails 

to elicit the right moral response, then we can eliminate the first option.  In other words, 

an artwork can fail in this manner and that failure will not constitute an aesthetic defect in 

it qua artwork.  Only severely deficient artwork could lack this capacity.  Regarding the 

second type of failure, it could be argued that failure of uptake is not an aspect of the 

artwork, but of the audience.  Dickie argues that failure here is a meritorious one; it is a 

moral triumph for an audience to resist the uptake of an artwork�s immoral perspective, 

not a defect of the artwork itself.  The failure of the audience (to uptake the moral 

perspective) is not an aesthetic failure of the artwork.     

 Carroll suggests a possible moderate autonomist objection to his position, and 

believes himself to have refuted it, but the exchange (between himself and himself) 

deserves more attention.  The objection: 

 �it has not been shown that something is an aesthetic defect because it is evil; 
 rather it [the defect] is an error concerning the audience�s psychology.  Call it a 
 tactical error.16 
 

And his reply: 

                                                
15 Dickie, �The Triumph in Triumph of the Will�. 
16 Carroll, �Moderate Moralism�, pg. 234. 
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 I am not persuaded that this failure [of uptake] is unconnected from the evil 
 involved.  For the reason that uptake is psychologically impossible may be 
 because what is represented is evil.  That is, the reason the work is aesthetically 
 defective�in the sense of failing to secure psychological uptake�and the reason 
 it is morally defective may be the same.17 
 

Given the above, Carroll has not argued successfully that moral flaws constitute aesthetic 

flaws.  This is reflected in his arguments, for they seem to stress that moral flaws may be 

grounds for claiming aesthetic flaws, and that is an unnecessary claim if one has been 

successful at arguing that they are.   

 Berys Gaut provides a similar though distinct argument for moralism (or what he 

calls �ethicism�).  Recall that Gaut�s moralist (or ethicist) argument is:  

 The Merited-Response Argument 

 1. Prescribed responses to artworks can be evaluated. 
 
 2. Ethical concerns are a part of the evaluation(s) of these prescribed responses.  
 
 3. An artwork prescribing an unmerited response has failed as an artwork. 
 
 4. (Any) defects in an artwork as an artwork are aesthetic defects. 
 
 5. Therefore, any ethical defects in an artwork are aesthetic defects. 
 
The argument appears to make a somewhat stronger claim than Carroll�s.  Although it is 

not explicit in the premises above, Gaut also holds that ethical excellences in an artwork 

constitute aesthetic excellences.   

 Discerning a work�s perspective may require a bit of careful analysis.  As 

Jacobson points out:  

                                                
17 Ibid., pg. 235. 
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 Thus Hollywood�s �nightmares of depravity� are said to glorify vice, even  though 
 the genres this charge is leveled against quite often adhere to a rough poetic 
 justice, by depicting the wages of sin even more graphically than they do its 
 pleasures.18   
 

What appears on the surface to be a glorification of vice, may in truth be a satire, or other 

caveat of it: �In these charges of glorification, satire is often mistaken for earnest, and the 

depiction of vice for its advocacy�.19  Determining what is moral or immoral may be a 

more difficult task than it first seems, yet it remains as crucially important to Gaut�s 

project.      

 One must be careful, however, to account for a statement Gaut gives early on in 

his article: 

 �the sense adopted here is broader: I mean by �aesthetic value� the value of an 
 object qua work of art, that is, its artistic value.  This broader sense is required, 
 since not all of the values of an object qua work of art are narrowly aesthetic.20 
 

As Dickie notes, Gaut�s adoption of the broader definition or understanding of aesthetic 

should thus reflect back on his premises and conclusion21: 

 4. (Any) defects in an artwork as an artwork are artistic ones 

 5. Therefore, any ethical defects in an artwork are artistic defects 

This results in a significantly different one claim, and one which poses much less of a 

threat to moderate autonomism. 

                                                
18 Jacobson, pg. 164. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Gaut, �The Ethical Criticism of Art�. 
21 Dickie, �The Triumph in Triumph of the Will�. 
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 Gaut�s position stands out for its praise of morally laudatory artworks.  Ceteris 

paribus the morally superior work is the better work, but to what extent does this 

relationship continue to hold?  Kant�s Groundwork ranks among the highest moral works 

ever created, but as narrative it fails on several counts.  Are its moral strengths sufficient 

to overcome its aesthetic flaws?  Is the Groundwork morally beneficial art?  Perhaps not 

the Groundwork, there are too many hurdles too overcome to legitimize it as an artwork, 

but perhaps another work.  Let�s imagine a novel on the fringes of aesthetic decency; it 

has a plot, characters, rising and falling action, all of the elements present in most great 

novels.  The flaw of this particular novel is that does not pull any of these off very well.  

In time it will be forgotten like so many others.  Save for the novel�s one redeeming trait: 

its illuminating moral perspective.  The fictional world described in the novel reads 

almost as a blueprint to a sort-of kingdom of ends.  The persons in this world are 

motivated by principle and duty; they teach each other valuable lessons and strive for 

improvement.  Assume that the moral perspective presented in this fictional work is so 

commendable that it actually inspires great and sweeping change in the lives of most who 

read it.  For Gaut, these moral merits, which we�ll assume are of the highest possible, 

must count as aesthetic merits, but to the extent that a passable work becomes great?  His 

position seems committed to making moral merits aesthetic merits, but examples such as 

this put strain on that relationship.     

 Walton�s claim is that the morally questionable elements of a work are 

inextricably connected with its other elements, although he does not necessarily equate 

all moral flaws with aesthetic ones.  To bracket the moral elements would be to bracket 
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some of the formal elements as well; e.g. omitting that Riefenstahl�s Triumph of the Will 

portrays the Nazis as beautiful (perhaps favorably is more fitting) is omitting something 

central to this film.  Similarly, Walton fears that in order to enjoy any of the formal 

beauty of Triumph of the Will, such as the excellent cinematography, may be to agree 

with the film�s exaltation of Hitler and the Nazis.   

 Even if we are initially aware of how repugnant the Nazi ideals are, we may, over 

time, begin to change our sentiments about them through repeated appreciation of how 

beautifully they are presented in Triumph of the Will.  This is another of Walton�s 

worries, and it has echoes of Plato behind it.  Over time, we may begin to feel differently 

through repeated exposure to immoral art, so that what we once found repulsive, we now 

find more agreeable, perhaps finding it to be merely misunderstood.  More specifically, it 

is through imagined experiences of endorsing morally wrong viewpoints or ideas that one 

habituates themselves into accepting them in reality.  Walton presses on this point and 

argues that these imaginings may corrupt, so to speak, one�s moral instincts or 

orientation.  If one were inclined to jump into a river to save a drowning child, their 

instinct to do so may be retarded by several imaginings of an ethical system wherein 

survival of the fittest is the highest principle.     

 These undesirable results relate to the Reality Principle (RP): the idea that we 

imagine fictional worlds as resembling the real one as closely as possible, consistently 

with what an artwork indicates about the fictional world.  Walton appeals to this idea, 

that when we are engaged with fiction we construe the fictional world as much like the 
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actual world as the author will allow, to motivate resistance to moral aberration.22 We are 

allowed to reject RP in cases of fiction where the author�s ideas about the actual world 

are false, e.g. when reading an ancient text wherein the author genuinely believed that 

lightning was thrown from the heavens by a deity, but when considering fictional 

morality, Walton argues that we should apply the moral standards we use in reality to the 

work and not adopt the imagined ones of the fiction.  Fictional morality, for Walton, is a 

special case outside the scope of the RP.  From this point, we experience resistance to 

endorsing the immoral claims in an artwork, even if there are presented as true, or moral, 

in that work.  Resistance to these elements is resistance to some of the piece�s other 

elements, since they are so enmeshed, and this amounts to a resistance to aesthetically 

appreciate the work as a whole.  Walton�s focus here may be too narrow, however, and I 

will have more to say on this in the following section. 

 What all of the above arguments share is an emphasis on moral flaws hindering 

our ability to engage with artworks.  However, other features of a work may render it 

inaccessible to us as well, not solely moral flaws, and reflecting on this raises deeper 

questions about the values an artwork may possess.  Consider the following example23; a 

novel may use florid and verbose language to such a degree that it is rendered 

inaccessible to me.  It appears that there is a flaw in the novel which contributes to the 

novel�s failure to elicit the proper response from me.  Further, this flaw appears to be of 

the aesthetic variety, the style of language used is a central aesthetic property of novels.  

                                                
22 We would assume, for example, that the human characters in a fictional work eat food, unless the author 
stipulates otherwise. 
23 Although I will not argue explicitly for aesthetic realism, I don�t believe I need to.  I will attempt to 
assume the same degree of realism about aesthetic properties found in the moralists� arguments. 
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However, this may not be the case, especially if I am an uneducated and insensitive 

reader.  In that case, we would say that the aesthetic flaw is not in the artwork, but rather 

in me�I lack the proper aesthetic sensibilities required to appreciate the work.  Various 

arguments exist for discerning whether the flaw exists in myself or the artwork, so it may 

be safe to say in this example that if a large majority of aesthetically sensible people do 

not regard the novel�s florid language as an aesthetic defect, and with good reason, than I 

am incorrect to do so, and that incorrectness suggests that the aesthetic flaw is a property 

of mine and not the artwork.  Had I the relevant sensibilities, I would not experience any 

resistance to the work.     

 The moralists have attempted to argue that moral defects in an artwork constitute 

aesthetic defects in it, but how can we discern whether the moral defect is a property of 

the audience or the artwork?  Consider another case; I am viewing a movie which 

presents a moral attitude which is decidedly anti-slavery, and this offends my own moral 

sensibilities.  I find myself unable to engage with the film, and find the moral responses 

prescribed by the film to be unmerited.  My own moral sensibilities are, in this example, 

way out of touch with those of most people, and my reasons for believing slavery to be a 

morally praiseworthy activity are laughable.  In such a case, ought we not say that the 

moral flaw preventing aesthetic appreciation lies in myself and not in the artwork?  As 

with discerning where the aesthetic flaw lies, there are various arguments for discerning 

where the moral flaw lies, suffice it to say that in this example, if I possess no good 

reasons for believing slavery to be morally praiseworthy, and most morally sensitive 

people believe it, with good reason, to be morally deplorable, then the moral flaw present 
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is a property of mine and not the artwork.  Had I the relevant sensibilities, I would not 

experience any resistance to the work.  By stipulating that morally sensitive audiences 

will experience resistance to an artwork when it presents a flawed moral perspective, the 

moralists avoid the issue of discerning where the flaw lies.  

 Contemplating this case raises at least two important questions about moral 

defects in art works:  

 (1) why is it appropriate for a morally sensitive person to resist uptake of an 

 immoral perspective while engaging with art? 

 (2) what is the relationship between this resistance and an artwork�s aesthetic 

 value?  

The answer to the first question is presumably because that perspective is immoral.  The 

moralists have suggested that either morally sensitive people do not believe such things, 

and hence would resist pretending to, or they should resist them to avoid potentially 

being corrupted by them.  The moralists have failed to convincingly show that this 

resistance is ultimately an aesthetic flaw of the artwork.  If the imagined uptake of an 

immoral perspective shouldn�t hinder one�s ability to appreciate a work�s aesthetic value, 

then it poses no threat to the aesthetic process.  Might it be beneficial in other ways, 

perhaps even morally beneficial?  I will resume this line of questioning in the following 

section. 

 Aesthetic and moral values are but two of the numerous values an artwork may 

possess.  Does the moralist�s argument commit them to also saying that a non-aesthetic, 

non-moral value which inhibits the uptake of an artwork�s perspective also constitutes an 
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aesthetic flaw?  Why should only moral flaws which inhibit uptake count as aesthetic 

flaws?  For instance, before rising to political prominence, Hitler struggled as an artist.  

Numerous of Hitler�s landscapes are still in existence, and so are possible subjects for 

aesthetic appreciation.  Is the fact the Hitler painted this landscape before me an aesthetic 

property?  Is it a moral one?  It would seem to be neither, yet this aspect of the landscape 

may cause serious resistance for me when I engage with the painting.  Is the resistance I 

experience a result of some flaw of the work, or a flaw in myself?  If causing an artwork 

to fail to elicit the proper response is what equates moral flaws with aesthetic flaws, why, 

then, shouldn�t other aspects of a work which cause the same failure count as aesthetic 

flaws too? 

   I now wish to address the historical, and currently more popular (at least in the 

media) claim that endorsing certain moral perspectives, even if only imaginatively, will 

lead to entertaining them in reality.  This is, I suggest, of debatable significance.  Rather, 

what seems to be of more importance, and what Plato seemed to be more concerned with, 

is the claim that endorsing certain moral perspectives, even if only imaginatively, will 

lead to immoral action.  This latter claim is an empirically verifiable one, and I will 

shortly introduce some recent psychological studies to the discussion.  Before examining 

them though, I believe a few words of explanation about them are necessary.   

 Firstly, the studies examine the changes in the dispositions and behaviors of 

people after having played violent video games.  It may thus be objected that the 

argument in question focuses on the capacity of artworks to change behavior, and not 

video games (video games are not artworks).  To this objection I reply that what is at 
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stake with the argument is the endorsing of immoral perspectives, even if only 

imaginatively.  I could grant that video games are not artworks and maintain that such 

endorsement is present in them none-the-less.  Indeed, I would add to that, that the uptake 

of immoral perspectives is often stronger when engaging with video games rather than 

with artworks.   

 When engaging with artworks, films for example, one is passively engaged with 

the media in the following sense; whatever choices are made by the characters in the film, 

and whatever consequences result, are not up to the viewer, they are presented to him or 

her.  While this is still mostly true with video games, there are significant differences.  To 

begin with, the identification of oneself with the character is stronger in the case of video 

games, in large part because you, as the player, control (though not with complete 

freedom) the actions of the character on screen.  Thus, when you decide to shoot a gun, or 

throw a punch, you are directly connected to the in-game consequences of that decision.  

Further, the game may reward or punish you, as the character, based on the moral 

perspective of that game.  So, for example, if a given game presents an immoral 

perspective, you may be rewarded for acting immorally�shooting innocents may earn 

you points or cash.  It may even be the case that advancing in the game, completing its 

objectives, requires you, as the player, to make such decisions or take such actions.  You 

must think and make consequence related decisions based upon the moral framework of 

the game you are playing, and that surely must count as an instance of presenting a moral 

perspective.  Thus, video games are able to entice (perhaps demand is a better word) one 

to endorse their moral perspectives in ways which established forms of art cannot.   
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  I believe that what has been said is sufficient to show that whatever the 

psychological processes involved in the uptake of an artwork�s moral perspective are, 

they are working overtime when it comes to playing video games.  To put my point here 

another way, if it can be shown that there is no threat of significant behavior change as a 

result of entertaining different moral perspectives in the case of playing video games, 

which demand this to a higher degree than any other media, then there can be no threat of 

it from other media.  And if there is no threat, then the claim that entertaining immoral 

perspectives through art will lead to immoral behavior will be empirically refuted. 

 Toward this end, let�s turn to a study conducted by Derek Scott (1994).  117 

university students (42 men and 75 women) were invited to participate in a study which 

they were told was going to explore the relationship between hand-eye coordination skill 

level and personality.  The true aim of the study, however, was to investigate the level of 

effect playing violent video games would have on individuals of differing personality 

composition; in particular, which aspects of aggressiveness might be experienced as a 

result of play.  In order to determine this, Scott used three different games which he 

ranked as nonaggressive (Tetris24), moderately aggressive (Overkill25), and highly 

aggressive (Fatal Fury26).  The participants individually played one of the above games,   

and after the 10 minute playing session, they were asked to rank the violence level of the 

game on a scale from 1-10.  Aggression ratings for the participants were measured both 
                                                
24 Playing this game involves rotating different geometric shapes as the fall toward the bottom of the 
screen. 
25 The object of this game is to maneuver a ship through a vertically scrolling space while either avoiding 
enemy crafts or destroying them with lasers.    
26 In this game the player controls any one of various martial arts experts and must defeat opposing 
challengers in one on one competition using punches, kicks, head-butts, etc.  Painful groans and blood may 
accompany successful hits by either the player or opponent.   
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before and after playing the game, and positive (more aggressive) as well as negative 

(less aggressive) changes were recorded.     

 Scott�s hypothesis was that changes in aggression levels would increase linearly 

alongside the violence level in the games.  What was found, however, was that playing 

the moderately violent game substantially reduced feelings of aggression in the 

participants, while playing the highly aggressive game increased aggression at a level far 

below Scott�s expectation.  The change in aggression level resulting from playing the 

highly aggressive game was similar to that resulting from playing the nonaggressive 

game.  In fact, the most significant positive change (as well as most significant overall) in 

participant aggression level was found among men playing the nonaggressive game.  In 

general, no substantial link between game aggressiveness and participant aggressiveness 

was found. Analysis of the participants� ratings of the violence of the games showed that, 

in general, there was agreement with Scott�s hierarchy, though the participants did not 

view the difference in violence level between the moderately aggressive game and the 

highly aggressive game as significantly as Scott had.  These findings, in his opinion, 

emphasize the fact that individual variability is more important to the question of any 

causal link between playing games and acting violently than the variability produced by 

playing different video games. 

 The unexpected results of Scott�s study suggests some interpretations in favor of 

anti-Waltonian or anti-Platonic positions.  To begin with, the fact that playing a 

moderately violent game reduced participant aggression levels could suggest a cathartic 

effect in video game playing.  Aggressive thoughts or feelings may be discharged in a 
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virtual environment with no risk to other real persons.  There may remain some other 

potential risks to the player�s well being (perhaps a risk to a healthy social life), but 

Scott�s data does not show a causal link between entertaining an immoral perspective in a 

video game and adopting that same perspective in reality.  If there is any effect playing 

violent games may have on the player�s psychology, it is a potentially healthy one, and 

not a step towards immorality or criminality.  This is further supported by the evidence of 

less experienced players experiencing greater aggression arousal reactions to virtual 

violence than experienced players.  If this is a general truth about novice video game 

players, then it could explain the exaggerated results found in other studies, whose 

participants are largely unaccustomed to virtual violence.  Again, the data suggests that 

the more accustomed one is to entertaining the immoral perspectives of some games, the 

more resistant they will be in reality to actually adopting them.  The data here is distinctly 

anti-Waltonian; the more you play, the less likely you are to do violence. 

 Weber, Ritterfeld, and Mathiak (2006), chose to employ a brain scanner, rather 

than relying solely on a questionnaire, to gather data on the effects of video game play.  

13 university students, all of whom were experienced male game players, participated in 

their study.  5 rounds at 12 minutes of play apiece, of the game Tactical Ops: Assault on 

Terror27, were required of the participants.  All game playing was done while being 

monitored by an fMRI scanner, which measures activity levels in the brain.  In addition 

to this information, physiological changes in the players were also recorded, as well as 

the entirety of game play sessions which were recorded onto a VHS tape for analysis.  

                                                
27 This game is a first-person shooter, which involves shooting at opponents from a first person perspective, 
while they fire at the player.  It is rated �M� (Mature) for its violent content.   
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When play was complete, the participants also filled out questionnaires regarding their 

experience.   

 Game play sessions were analyzed on a frame-by-frame basis and assessed for 

levels of virtual violence.  Violence levels were marked onto a scale of 1-5, with frames 

exhibiting no virtual violence in the lowest category (1) and frames containing multiple 

violent interactions into the highest category (5).  The frame-by-frame method of analysis 

was used to match up the video segments with the fMRI readings from that time, and thus 

match the player�s brain activity levels with their behavior in the virtual environment.  

The questionnaires revealed that the participants thoroughly enjoyed the study and 

wished to participate in similar ones in the future.  The participants also responded that 

they felt immersed in the virtual environment, and at times were unaware to what was 

happening in reality.   These feelings of immersion may go a long way toward explaining 

how or why the participants were unable to undergo extensive fMRI scanning without 

any complaint.           

 Two areas of concern were targeted with the hypothesis of the study: the 

association between brain activity and virtual violence in a video game, and the existence 

of a causal link between the two.  The results of the fMRI scans suggest thoughts on both.  

The neural patterns observed in the gamer players� brains are identical to those which 

occur in people experiencing aggressive thoughts or acting aggressively.  In short, what 

the researchers found was that the brain functions very similarly when processing virtual 

or actual violence.  This, however, does not necessitate that the experience of the game 

player is identical to the experience of the real life aggressor.  A possible explanation for 
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the brain functions of the game players could be that they act violently out of fear rather 

than malice.  In order to keep playing the game, the game player�s character must not die, 

so players may often act violently to prevent this from happening.  The resulting behavior 

may be similar, but the intentions behind the actions are significantly different.  Further, 

some of the game players engaged in behavior in the virtual world which they 

presumably would not have in reality.  The virtual environment provides for fear eliciting 

situations, but also provides for �fear free� situations.  For example, a player may shoot 

his teammate as a warning to keep up with his teammates or as a means of venting 

frustration.  The brain patterns observed during this behavior are distinguishable from 

those discussed above.  The in-game consequences for these actions do not reflect reality 

(e.g., a teammate might not take damage from your shots), and so make for an 

environment wherein a game player is free to act in ways they would not in reality.  Both 

of these examples highlight important differences between virtual violence and actual 

violence.  The brain patterns of a person acting immorally in a virtual environment may 

be identical to those of a person acting immorally in reality, but this alone is insufficient 

to demonstrate that entertaining an immoral perspective will cause you to adopt it in 

reality.  

 It is important to note that these studies were composed entirely of university 

aged students.  The results may be an accurate assessment of adult interaction, but not 

with child interaction.  Children, cannot help but be inexperienced to dealing with 

imagining immoral perspectives, and so they stand among those most likely to experience 

a causal connection between playing violent games and acting violently.  Plato and 
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Walton may, then, have a point regarding children, or other persons of similar capacity.  

Adults stand less of a chance to react in these ways than children do, and experienced 

adults even less.  It is not unreasonable to expect a child, with proper instruction and care, 

to be able to learn the relevant distinctions between immorality in imagination and 

immorality in reality.       

 Although the data collected from these studies does support our claim, the data 

collected overall from similar studies is not conclusive, so it would be rash to conclude 

that the standing argument has been empirically refuted.  However, it has not been 

confirmed either, and there are separate reasons for why the overall data is inconclusive.  

As is suggested by the studies examined here, there are often methodological differences 

between studies, not to mention methodological problems with numerous other studies.  

Several studies have only examined the link between exposure to violent media and a 

change in disposition to think in violent manners (even here the data is inconclusive as to 

the extent of such a change, though the presence of a connection is supported).  A 

possible explanation for the differences could be the desire to profit from the current buzz 

surrounding the topic (many studies were conducted following the events at Columbine 

High School).  In any case, the point I wish to make is that current data is inconclusive on 

the question of whether imaginatively endorsing immoral perspectives provides a causal 

link to immoral behavior, even though there is good evidence from sound studies which 

suggests that it does not.  If no such link can be conclusively found, then we have good 

reason to doubt the legitimacy of the endorsement leads to action claim.  Further, if that 
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link is what constitutes an aesthetic defect in an artwork, then we have good reason to 

doubt that claim as well.         
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CHAPTER IV 

THE VALUE OF IMMORAL ART 
  

 We are left with moderate autonomism as the only plausible perspective on the 

relationship between moral and aesthetic value.  The two aren�t necessarily equivalent, 

i.e., moral flaws do not count as aesthetic flaws�even when we are concerned with the 

same aspect of a work; as Jacobson writes: �Morally dubious jokes can be funny�and 

when they are, what is funny about them is often just what makes them offensive�.28  As 

Jacobson points out, what it is in an immoral joke that makes it funny, can be evaluated 

in moral as well as aesthetic terms.  Morally, it may be seen as a flaw, yet aesthetically it 

may count as a strength.  However, the joke does not succeed because it is immoral.  

Consider the following: a racist may find a joke derogatory to Asians to be particularly 

funny.  The joke itself may not even be well told or written in this case, let�s say its 

simply a one-liner.  Aesthetically speaking, the joke is inferior and of poor form.  What 

the racist finds funny is simply the joke�s racist content, it makes slanderous claims about 

Asians.  In this situation, the racist�s lack of interest in a good joke combined with his 

morally defected views about Asians yield a perspective of the racist joke which he finds 

funny.  The joke succeeds, then, despite its aesthetic flaws, mostly in virtue of the flaws 

of the audience�the racist�s lack of taste in jokes and his racism.  Not all racist jokes are 

as simple though.  A racist joke may be a very well written joke, of such good form that 

the specific race used in the joke is of little consequence so long as a race is the butt of 

                                                
28 Jacobson, pg. 162. 
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the joke.  Even non-racists may find such a joke funny and rightly so; they may 

appreciate the joke for its aesthetic qualities more so than for its racist and immoral 

qualities.  What makes the joke work though, is still its immoral content.  If there were no 

race being made fun of the joke would become incomprehensible and fail aesthetically.  

The joke ultimately succeeds in virtue of its immoral content, but not in virtue of the 

immorality of that immoral content.    

 The moderate autonomist position makes this possible.  What makes the joke 

work (an aesthetic merit) may be deemed immoral, but, again, that status isn�t responsible 

for the joke�s success�the moral evaluation is separate from the aesthetic evaluation.  

Immoral elements qua immoral elements do not either contribute to or detract from a 

work�s aesthetic value.  They may, however, contribute to other areas of a work�s value.   

  Gaut points to an artwork�s cognitive value; art can teach us things about the 

world.  When art teaches us moral lessons, the art, on his now rejected view, is 

aesthetically benefited.  This view is far too narrow however�why can�t we learn 

valuable lessons from immoral art as well?: 

 Plays which deal with the unassailable investigate nothing and express nothing 
 save the desire to investigate nothing.  It is incontrovertible that deaf people are 
 people, too; that homosexuals are people, too; that it is unfortunate to be deprived 
 of a full happy life by illness or accident; that it is sobering to grow old.29 
 
The above quotation suggests that this is possible.  As Dickie argues, if we do indeed 

experience some sort of resistance to a work�s immoral perspective, we should not fear.  

Rather, we should celebrate that our convictions have passed a sort of moral test.  

Resistance of uptake is not a failing of the artwork, but a triumph of our convictions.  The 
                                                
29 David Mamet, from �In Praise of Immoral Art�, pg. 182. 
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fact that we experience resistance does not necessitate that the work is thereby 

aesthetically flawed. 

 Art remains as a viable avenue for exploring the otherwise unexplorable.  

Through art, we may gain entry into the mind of a killer, we may sympathize with a 

murderer, we may go to place we would dare not go in reality, and that may have value 

for us.  Catharsis, as Aristotle noticed, is a possible benefit of entertaining immoral 

perspectives, but it isn�t the only one.        

 Thus, the imaginative realm is an ideal location for the entertainment of immoral 

perspectives, better at least than reality which would require us to actually act immorally.  

Immoral art, by inviting us to see the immoral as desirable, can help to show us what is 

truly so wrong.  Does this thereby necessitate that the work is actually presenting a moral 

perspective?  Not so.  The lyrics of a song may express genuine approbation of rape, and 

invite us to see it that way as well.  Undoubtedly this would count as a moral defect of the 

song, and solidify its perspective as immoral.  The fact that we may be able to learn 

something of value from it does not thereby change the perspective of the work.  Upon 

entertaining those views and thoughts, the morally virtuous may see why such a 

perspective is undesirable.   

 The moralist arguments share some Aristotelian sympathies, yet they do not 

embrace them fully enough.  We have eliminated the possibility that an artwork�s 

capacity to corrupt should count as an aesthetic flaw.  It remains a moral flaw however.  

Thus, as Walton has suggested, engaging with immoral art may �pervert the sentiments 

of our hearts�, but does this possibility preclude the possibility of immoral art 
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strengthening the sentiments of our hearts?  To import the virtue ethic framework, the 

virtuous may be pulled either the vice of excess or the vice of deficiency.  From the 

virtuous perspective then, immoral elements may be relatively bad.  From the vicious 

perspective, with an eye turned toward virtue, immoral elements may be relatively good.  

Immoral art, in presenting an immoral perspective, can offer the vicious a view of the 

opposing vice.  Virtue, Aristotle instructs, is a mean, a mean which can be obtained by 

the vicious when they act on opposing vices.  The coward, who is deficient in bravery, 

learns about bravery by observing those with an excess of it, the rash.  The coward pulls 

himself toward bravery by acting rashly, another extreme is required for balance.  

Immoral art, with its capacity to affect our moral sentiments could then be counted as a 

sort of moral art, relative to the vicious.  The coward could form his conception of 

bravery by watching rash soldiers plunge into battle during a film.  The abstinent may 

form a picture of temperance by watching indulgent characters revel in hedonism.   

 I suggest that it is far too quick to draw from the fact that immoral art might 

corrupt us that it cannot be of any benefit to us.  These benefits, if any, would not count 

as aesthetic merits from the moderate autonomist perspective, but that doesn�t mean that 

they aren�t still benefits.  Immoral art, as well as moral art, can provide us with a testing 

ground for our own moral convictions.  Indeed, in some cases art may be the only means 

we have to confront our fears.   
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 
  

 If I have succeeded in arguing for the moderate autonomist position, then I have 

succeeded in arguing that moral defects should not bear on an artwork�s aesthetic value, 

either positively or negatively.  What is seen as an immoral element may count as an 

aesthetic merit of a work, though not in virtue of the fact that it is seen to be immoral.  

That, however, is not to say that moral defects cannot bear on an artwork�s other sources 

of value.  Immoral art is as viable a source of cognitive value as moral art.  They are sides 

of the same coin and neither should be sacrificed for the good of the other.  Art is, or can 

be, a source of a myriad of values, and the arguments discussed here suggest that 

aesthetic value is only one among many�perhaps not even necessarily the primary one.      
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