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The change of social forms Simmel’ s social aesthetics and its contemporary

significance

ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on theory of social aesthetics advanced by Georg Simmel
(1858~1918), a modern cultural philosopher from Germany, then tries to stretch a
special way of pondering contemporary aesthetic phenomena of society.

In fact, “social aesthetics” is a particular field of aesthetics, in the east and
west research of aesthetics, it is basically in a state of semi—dormancy. In accordance
with the definition of Simmel, “society” does not mean the overall patterns of
activity of people (as Karl Marx and Max Weber have identified), but only refer to
the forms of social interaction between people. The difference between “social
interaction” and “forms of social interaction” is that: the former contains rich
content of social life, while the latter only emphasizes the meaning of forms. For
example, the social interaction between merchants and customers, usually involves
multiple content of social experience such as merchandise type, customer type, as
well as trade manners (such as wholesale, retail, cash payment, credit), and so on;
however, when referring to forms of social interaction, the relationship between
merchants and customers there is only one form, that is, exchange. In other
words, the exchange is the only form of social interaction between merchants and
customers; if deviates from this form, the relationship between them will change

(of course, not only this combination of “business/customers” exemplifies social
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exchange relations). Therefore, the forms of social interaction are pure forms which
exclude the experiential content of social interaction (Simmel’ s sociological theory
are known as  “pure sociology” ), Simmel also in this sense adopted the concept of

“society” . Therefore, “social aesthetics” is pertinently the meaning of “formal
aesthetics of social interaction” (aesthetics of social forms).

“Social aesthetics” is the spirit of Simmel’ s social theory. That he repeatedly
denied that he was a sociologist, and hoped that scholars regard him as a philosopher,
was based on his inflexible and deep feelings of aesthetics. The gestation and
elucidation of “social aesthetics” presents not only Simmel’ s acuity, but also
reflects trend of thought of the time. In his view, the traditional forms of religious
imagination and the decline of arts in the west had resulted in widespread spiritual
void; to search for a new soul centre of life is bound to become a common selection
of modern people. After Durkheim, Simmel realized more clearly: an increasingly
active social life, had invaded modern people’ s soul space and become new center
of spirit. Money worship and fetishism, fashion—chasing, wallowing in Eros, all these
exposed profound spiritual crisis of modern people typically: external abundance
always cannot escape the chase of inherent poorness in people.

However, Simmel” s concern on people’ s everyday soul is neither based on
moralism, nor pragmatism, but aestheticism. Here “aestheticism” can be analyzed
into two levels: first, his strain of aestheticism distributes throughout his theory: to
refuse value averaged, to refuse rationality and homogenization, all these are his basic
position (In this regard, the impact of Nietzsche is obvious); second, the pattern he
adopted is essentially a method of aesthetics: it removed the moral and empirical
content under kinds of social forms, and the forms are pure (Simmel affirmed that this
method comes from Kant’s mind, “the beauty consists in form” ). For example,
when exploring the social form of Eros, he focused on analysis of modern gender
relations in prostitution, but hardly involving moral values and social attitudes of the
public sentiments towards prostitutes. In this sense, there is no lack of preciseness,
objectivity and calmness of scientists in his method.

Needless to say, all social activities must reflect some social forms; the general
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ABSTRACT

analysis without degree will damage the forward—looking vision of “social
aesthetics” . Against the major spiritual diseases of the time, corresponding to money
worship and fetishism, fashion—chasing, wallowing in Eros, Simmel carried out
specific empirical analysis by three text of social forms, that is, money reflecting the
universal relationship of people, fashion showing the relationship of class (group) and
Eros materializing gender relationship. Through exploring the change of the three
forms, Simmel was trying to feel the pulse of modernity in an individual way.

Simmel deemed that money is essentially a manifestation of social relations, but
at different historical stages, social relations, strictly speaking, social forms presented
by money are quite different. In ancient times, money was a form of divine sacrifice,
mainly reflected the exchange relations between gods and people. Such exchange
transactions had nothing to do with modern equivalent exchange, and presented
with “time delay” (it means that to the exchange process takes a long time). In
pre—modern and modern society, because of the physical and functional changes on
money, the social forms embodied by money have become bizarre, and are quite
similar to modern—day “cultural logic” (Daniel Bell’ s remark)

And like money, fashion and Eros is typical experiential text of social forms.
Simmel adopted formal methods to anatomize, cannot avoid occasional extreme
remarks and the random of “impressionist philosopher” (Georg Lukacs’ s remarks
on Simmel), but profoundly revealed the basic characteristics of social forms
embodied by money, fashion and Eros, offering a diagnosis of “mental state of the
time” (Jaspers’ remark) from a new angle of view.

On the basis of empirical analysis of three text, Simmel further theoretically
summed up the spiritual characteristics and aesthetic function of modern social
forms, and introduced the game—theory improved by Kant and Schiller, combine
aesthetic characteristics of social forms and non—utilitarian essentiality of game,
endowed modern social forms with richer, more profound cultural meaning, and
finally made it a salvation of mind following traditional religions and arts. However,
Simmel also deeply realized: all social forms have rhetorical functions, which allow

people in social life to lose his sufficient self—awareness, replacing the inherent wealth

003



@ HEEANET —RFEXROHERFRALEREN

by outside richness, losing sight of that the essence of life is “more than life and
additional life” (Simmel’ s remark).

Around the thread of social aesthetics, this paper finally carding the connection
between Simmel and Max Scheler, Karl Mannheim, Martin Heidegger and
Antony Giddens. About the relationship between social life and individual, many
contemporary thinkers’ opinions are quite a discrepancy, but they are fully aware
of the special effects of social forms on modern soul. Unfortunately, the essence and
significance of the impact has not yet been fully envisaged, Simmel only opened a
window. In fact, the significance of social aesthetics to reality is not confined to the
time of Simmel, that ] {i rgen Habermas repeatedly praised Simmel as a “diagnoser of

- » . -
the ime "~ perhaps is not meaningless.
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