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Preface

It is difficult to write a preface to a book which discusses
one’s own philosophy. 1 normally refuse to do it. This time I
make an exception for two interconnected reasons. First because
the book is in Chinese and 1 entertained for a long time a love re-
lationship to traditional Chinese art. This was, and still is, a
kind of unrequited love , since my acquaintance with Chinese art
is sporadic, and reflects solely my subjective taste. For example,
“The Story of the Stone” is one of my favorite novels, and when-
ever | visit the Metropolitan Museum in New York, I always
spend some time in the company of the 18 century Chinese hang-
ing scrolls, the landscape paintings. To put it simply, my rela-
tionship to Chinese culture has been so far aesthetic in character.
And 1 confess, that my favorites, “The Story of the Stone”, and
18 century landscape painting affect me as “modern”, just as
modern as Proust or Corot. This leads me to my second reason,

The book by Fu Qilin discusses my work and the work of the Bu-
R
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dapest School in general from the perspective of the aesthetics of
modernity. No one has taken this perspective before him. At
first 1 was surprised, yet very soon I came to realize that Fu
Qilin's approach is not just justified but also enlightening. It can
illuminate not just certain concerns for, or interest in, aesthetics
which run through many of my works , but can also shed a new
light on my thcory of modernity, on my ethics and philosophy of
history.

Aesthetics has been my first major interest in philosophy.
My favorite professor, Gyoérgy Lukacs was teaching philosophy
of art and philosophy of culture, My first seminar as a 18 year
“old” student was a course on 19 century novels, the second
Kant’s Critique of Judgment, both by Lukacs. I translated the
third Critique into Hungarian. It is my good luck that this trans-
lation was lost, for I could not possibly understood the text
without being familiar with the first and the second Critique,
still, I have not chosen aesthetic as my major field but ethics and
philosophy of history instead. The main reason of this choice was
my historical experience. 1 chose to understand Auschwitz and
the Gulag: what impulses or ideas are the sources of evil and
which historical circumstances empower evil to dominate and get
the upper hand. Shakespeare was already a great help: Richard
IIL. was, and still is, the model case. Yet, in addition to this

positive motivation I had also a negative motive to avoid aesthet-
.« 2.



Preface

ics as the central issue of my then philosophical life, I wanted to
preserve a niche in my life for an entirely disinterested and en-
tirely private pleasure and enjoyment. To look at painting naive-
ly, without the intention to write about them or to include them
in a theory, to read novels just for reading’s sake, to listen to
music just for love. There was never ever a week in my life with-
out such indulgences. But those indulgences could not be i{ept a-
part from my other , main, occupations.

Aesthetics, however, is not just philosophy of art. Origi-
nally, the word is related to sensual experience Kant still em-
ploys the term in this sense. It is in early modernity that “aes-
thetics” will be associated with beauty, taste, and the reception
of artworks. In fact the famous Kantian “Copernican turn” was
{irst performed in aesthetics; taste constitutes beauty , thus
beauty is no more a metaphysical , transcendent idea. Yet al-
ready in the age of the Renaissance, where the term aesthetic
was not yet employed in the 18® century meaning, the theories
and the ideas of art were thoroughly interconnected with histori-
cal thinking, with the self identification of the “modern” as a-
gainst the ancient. One could not avoid aesthetics without avoi-
ding the problem itself. Whichever theme I chose 1 could not
sidestep the questions of taste, culture, art, form of life, beau-
ty.

Already the traditional /metaphysical /philosophical vocabu-

« 3
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lary makes the inclusion of an aesthetic dimension indispensable.
Since Aristotle, the matter /form, content /form binary opposi-
tion plays a central role not just in speculative philosophy, but
also in political philosophy, the understanding of cultures and
everyday life. One talks about forms of government, forms of
life, cultural formations and so on. Yet matter /form, content /
form are the categories of arts, not just of fine arts, but also of
technical arts. The way those arts have been thematized in eve-
ryday life, in politics, in philosophy of art, and in theories of
culture assume since the dawn of modernity a high historical sig-
nificance. The aesthetic dimension becomes omnipresent, It
plays the first fiddle in social criticism, such as the critique of di-
vision of labor, of “mechanical” human relations, of the dissolu-
tion of communities, the commodification of art. Yet it plays al-
so the first fiddle in the apology of the new, modern age, in the
praises of plurality of forms of life and of beliefs, of autonomy
both in creation and in reception of artworks and of the
individual’s newly won chance to create an artwork form himself /
herself. ,

Thus the perspective chosen by Fu Qilin is entirely justified
even in case of my works where aesthetics and arts are not direct-
ly, only indirectly discussed. The aesthetic dimensionis, indeed,
omnipresent in my books and its analysis sheds light on other as-

pects of historical, social, political and philosophical dimensions
o4



Preface

during the last few years, however, 1 turned more and more di-
rectly to the questions of aesthetics and art. My books on the
concept of the Beautiful and on Shakespeare /discussed also by
Fu Qilin /already signalize the new turn. My latest work, which
is going to be published soon , “The Immortal Comedy” scruti-
nizes the manifestation of the comic phenomenon in aily life, in
literature, painting, film, and naturally in jokes. I strongly hope
that my public will like it. I will immediately send a copy to the
author of this book hoping that he will like it too.

Agnes Heller
Budapest 1 January 2005.



Preface
for Agnes Heller’s Book

The publication of Fu Qilin’s book on the aesthetics of Ag-
nes Heller is a notable event for a number of reasons. Firstly, it
is surprisingly the first ever treatment of the topic and so de-
serves critical attention on its own merits, Heller was a prodi-
gious writer on art and the aesthetic and as remark in my own
work on Heller these writings formed the basis for her social and
political theory. The influence of Lukacs on Heller can largely
be thought of in terms her reflection on Lukacs's work on aes-
thetic modernism and the potential of art to change our percep-
tion of the world. From this basis Heller developed her own dis-
tinctive account of ‘objectivations’, which was in turn the bed-
rock of her analysis in Everyday Life (1967). So without a sense
of Heller’s view on the aesthetic we are unable to ground histori-
cally or even analytically the origins of Heller as a social and po-

litical thinker. The second point would be about the category of
o1 e
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the aesthetic generally which as is evident has been recognised as
of renewed importance in sociological terms. Commodity pro-
duction dominates our lives in obvious ways and this is particu-
larly true for cultural commodities: art, music, painting, design
all are directly implicated in marketing and the channelling of de-
sire. A form of critique that ignores the place of the aesthetic in
ordering our lives, for selling the system, is as Frederic Jameson
always reminds us, an impoverished one. It cannot hope to go
beyond what exists; it cannot get outside or challenge the pres-
ent. Again, Fu Qilin’s work will of immense importance for
those who see the aesthetic and critique as indissolubly bound.
Finally, but perhaps less tangibly the release of the book is sure-
ly an event marking a new phase in the creation of a global recep-
tion for the ideas and works of contemporary theorists. Given
the paucity of work on Heller in Europe and America, it is re-
markable to think that a major milestone in the reception of a
great European and American’ thinker (Heller has been based in
New York since 1986) should emerge from Asia. This fills me
with wonder and optimism for the development of a global dia-
logue of a genuinely open and democratic kind one in which intel-
lectuals in Asia stand on equal terms discussing the finer points
of a European or American thinker. It is surely symbolic of the
right kind of globalisation, a globalisation amongst equals, a-

mongst those who share an interest in the fate of the world, one
.« 2 .



Preface for Agnes Heller’s Book

that listens as well as speaks. Heller herself is a tireless advocate
of this kind of globalisation. It is thus entirely fitting that a ma-
jor event in the reception of her work should symbolise this facet

of her life and work to date so exactly.
Professor Simon Tormey

University of Nottingham
January 12, 2005

e 3
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ME, RBORKmE T4 (Walter Benjamin) AT & it SCBH
EBRARENELZEWEREC, Hit, RREARABRSHHE
MENMEER —MRNGE, TREHEARASFENRE, 3
AT B RRMFEF RN R, EXMECEEZ20E BN
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ARAGEH AR "@ 1992 EHBAMEE 12 R A2 G RN A
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dernity) AMEBR—HNSRAE T, T H bR 3255w 8%
rae.

VEE M ZEMIT 2 IR (Budapest School) M E %, B FE &
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@ Albrecht Wellmer, The Persistence o f Modemityg‘ Essays on Aesthetics,
Ethics, and Postmodernism, Trans. David Midgley. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The
MIT Press, 1991, p. vii. ‘
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40,

@ Agnes Heller, A Theory of Modernity, London: Cambridge MA, Blackwell
Publishers, 1999, p. x.
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