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ABSTRACT 

 
The relations between aesthetics and neuroscience have been largely over determined by questions of 
beauty and the fatal allure of universal principles and criteria for value judgements. It is more relevant 
to question the gap between this reductionist desire for testable and repeatable criteria and the elusive 
quality of pleasure, first identified by Gustav Fechner, which escapes such definitions. If as Quentin 
Meillassoux asserts in his ‘philosophy fiction’ rereading of Bergson in ‘Subtraction and Contraction’, 
that the body chooses from the enormous multiplicity of the real and then in a secondary process the 
mind selects from this filtered material, then human perception functions as a form of impoverishment 
of the real. Aesthetics in this context is as much a cultural and circumstantial response to this 
accumulation and recognition of partial data. It may prove more useful to focus on an alternative term 
for beauty, such as pleasure, as more genuinely inclusive of the range of intellectual and natural stimuli 
affecting the brain. More significantly, neuroscience and its myriad imaging systems may offer the 
tantalising prospect of moving beyond the limits and hegemony of the senses and opening up the 
possibility of new forms of experience.  
 

 
KEYWORDS 
 
Neuroaesthetics  Aesthetics  Pleasure  Art  Beauty 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper was one of three presented on a panel exploring the relationships between aesthetics 
and neuroscience. My paper explores the assumptions that underpin our approaches to aesthetics 
and the challenges to those assumptions by technology and science. I am particularly interested in 
the way contemporary philosophy and neuroscience have opened up new analyses of thought, 
aesthetics and perception.  
 
 
THOUGHT AS PLEASURE 
 
Duchamp 
 
As an artist, the work that both problematizes and advances aesthetics in the 20thC for me is 
Marcel Duchamp’s “Fountain” of 1917. This work is the most celebrated of the ‘readymades’ and 
represented a significant challenge to the definition of an artwork is the 20thC. 
 
Duchamp was strident in his denial of constructing any new aesthetic in the production of the 
readymades. On the contrary, he laboured to define an elusive state in which his explorations 
plotted a course through the misrecognition, actualisation and realisation of a thought much in the 
manner of his chosen influence, Raymond Roussel. Preeminent amongst commentators, 
Chalupecky thoroughly debunked this confusion of Duchamp’s intentions with regard to the 



concept of indifference in the case of the readymades. Historically speaking, for Duchamp, in the 
readymade as in the rest of his oeuvre, both an anaesthetic of indifference and an absence of 
aesthetic challenge were reconciled through sexuality and erotic irony as a play of elements in the 
mind. If previously the associations of aesthetics with art were determined by mimesis as a 
process of separating out what was art from what was not, by identifying its specificity in terms of 
its unique characteristics, all contemporary aesthetic definitions of art say that its new 
circumstance is that it is only identifiable by its lack of distinguishing characteristics. (Rancierre, 
2009, pp. 66-67) Aside from older positions and strategies attached to aesthetics in this space, 
such as disinterest as opposed to indifference, there is what Jacques Rancierre calls an ‘equality of 
indifference’, the relativisation of all subject matter to the point of negation within the necessity of 
determined relations between form and content. (Rancierre, 2007, pp. 14-15) 
 
More significantly, Barbara Formis’ recent reading of Duchamp’s work has revealed the role and 
function of the readymade in the specific case of the urinal “Fountain”, operating effectively as a 
manifestation of Alain Badiou’s theory of the event, in the definition that ‘the event functions as a 
rupture within a situation that leads to that situation’s transformation’.  Formis has examined the 
four 4 main criteria for this reading of the readymade “Fountain”. First it occurs at a specific 
historical point in the situation, the eventual site; secondly its appearance is that of a 
disappearance, as an effacing inscription; thirdly, it has attributes that disallow its acceptance by 
the situation as it is then formulated; fourthly, its appearance / disappearance leads to a major 
transformation of the situation in which it emerged; the world of Art. (Formis, 2004, pp. 246-249) 
 
However, as Formis has noted there are complicated divergences between Badiou’s theory and 
Duchamp’s practice. The readymade in particular seems to double or multiply the values of 
Badiou’s structure, raising ‘two eventual sites, one historical and the other ontological’. And from 
the perspective of Duchamp’s readymade production it produces a disjuncture between the 
historical situation and the eventual site through an extension of Badiou’s definition of the event 
by linking the event as composed of itself and elements of the site with the readymades 
composition of itself and a critique of the site. (Formis, 2004. pp 258-259) We shall examine 
Badiou’s relationship to aesthetics in a different context shortly but in the context of the relations 
between aesthetics, neuroaesthetics and the cloud as three of the many strands explored at this 
conference, it is worth considering this non-space to which the readymade is consigned. A 
functional attribute of the operation of the event as defined by Badiou is that of its disappearance, 
but a disappearance to where ? Similarly the non-space of the readymades evacuation in the case 
of ‘fountain’ is worthy of consideration. At an aesthetic level this non-space links the readymade 
to an older and more conservative practice, that of the masterpiece, more known than seen its 
existence one of reference and facsimile and not encounter. This raises the relation in the brain to 
the perception of the unseen, or that which is implied by its trace but not its physical presence.  
 

 
Badiou 
 
To briefly outline Badiou’s own conception of Art as outlined by Peter Hallward in his reference 
text “Badiou: a subject to truth”, there are at least three main schemata operating in aesthetics that 
Badiou identifies. 
 
(1) Didactic Schema 

 
That Art is incapable of truth or that all Art is external to truth. 

 



 
(2) Romantic Schema 
 
That Art alone is capable of truth, that it alone is the real body of truth. 
 
 
(3) Classical Schema 
 
A third position between the didactic banishment and the romantic glorification and exists in 2 
parts. 
 
a. Art as in the didactic schema is incapable of truth. Its essence is mimetic and its regime that of 

semblance. 
b. That this incapacity is not a problem, (contrary to Plato’s beliefs), because the purpose of Art 

is not in the least truth. Art does not claim to be the truth and is innocent. 
 
Badiou’s own assertion that there is a fourth schema. 
 
(4) Art as a Truth Procedure 

 
Art itself is a truth procedure. It is a thought in which the artworks are themselves the Real and not 
the effect. This thought is a truth not reducible to other truths, whether they are scientific, political 
or amorous. Art is a singular regime of thought irreducible to philosophy. 
 
Immanence – Art is rigorously coextensive with the truths that it generates. 
Singularity – These truths are given nowhere else than in Art. 
 
Art educates us for its own existence.  
 
(Hallward, 2004, pp. 194-196) 
 
 
BEAUTY 
 
Aside from aesthetics’ relationship to Art and Philosophy there is the equally determining 
relationship to human biology, and in particular the brain. In neurological terms the experience of 
beauty requires attentions and feelings of elevated pleasure, initiated in response to a complex 
system of reading and re reading, particularly in the case of visual information. (Conway,B. and 
Rehding,A. 2013, pp. 1-2) The strategies that artists use to generate artworks combine large 
networks of inter layered sensual responses and systems of purposeful production involving 
decisions, identifications, recognition and rejection. All these decisive processes operating within 
interconnected and overlapping systems enhance the stimuli received from the body. We select 
from these systemic offerings, and construct forms from this data. Then some of these neurons 
within the brain encode the value of these choices, while others encode the value of the selected 
choices. (Eagleman, 2011, pp. 90-96) 
 
Since Cezanne, we have regarded the phenomenon of light rays as something terminating in the 
eye. Exercising a secondary process, we make images from this and other stimuli with our brains. 
This active system of selection and de-selection characterises the mechanism by which we sense 
the world and create the apparently stable image we accept as the actual visual field. These 



processes juggle huge amounts of information and responsive data and it is the firing and 
activation of these connected neurons that are implicated in what is or is not deemed beautiful. In 
the case of these firings there exists the possibility of other activations caused by the 
interconnected nature of the brain that produces multiple associations, memories and thought 
impressions to arise simultaneously. This can produce a challenge to our conception not just of 
beauty, but of consciousness itself. As I will hope to establish later in this paper these processes of 
selection and more importantly de-selection of data establish a link with Quentin Meillassoux’s re-
definition of perception itself as a form selective impoverishment of the ‘real’. 
 
However, there is a special status to these enquiries with the intrusion of neuroscience into 
aesthetics, or the analysis of the function of the brain in the production of Art. This status is 
reflective of a state of unease. The area of neuroscience makes us more uneasy than perhaps 
almost any other form of medical intervention in the body, because by definition it involves the 
brain and we locate our sense of identity in the functions of the brain, the mysterious qualities of 
the mind and the impressive capacity of thought. There is a sense of threat if qualities can be 
reduced, expanded or even altered by research into brain function. In the area of beauty we revile 
at the suggestion that these phenomena may be due at least in part to certain areas of brain 
chemistry and certain systems of neurons.  
 
Neuroaesthetics attempts to decouple aesthetics from beauty in order to explore the neuroscience 
involved in our sensing and decision making systems. Bevil Conway and Aleander Rehding in 
their article for Plos raise the valid objection that many scientists accept a too stable or narrow 
definition of what is meant by beauty particularly when using works of visual art. They raise the 
problem for such projects attempts to universalise assumptions of beauty posed by works such as 
Goya’s, ‘Saturn devouring one of his sons’, and in so doing establish a differential tension 
between the identification of works of art that are deeply moving and those that are beautiful. 
They raise the prospect that beauty is a cultural construction and remains mutable even within 
cultures. A human response to certain works of visual art may be common if not universal but 
there are many examples of such experiences that are not characterised as beautiful but 
compelling. The need to experience something like the ‘beautiful’ may be universal but the 
manifestation of what constitutes beauty is not.  Neuroscience argues a need to return focus to the 
originary basis for subjective preference as a pursuit of the mechanisms underlying sensory 
knowledge. Beauty is a product of the brain, therefore correlations between brain activity and the 
experience of beauty, must exist. (Conway,BR & Rehding, A. pp. 3-5, 2013)  

 
If we can say no universally accepted definition of beauty exists, perhaps the only universal is the 
human capacity to experience the beautiful. The importance, in this circumstance, of beauty to the 
human condition would presuppose some unacknowledged identification with the making nature 
of human thought and its engagement through the body with the world. (Conway & Rehding, pp. 
3-5, 2013)  
 
That the aesthetic can be deeply political can be seen in the application of the concept of the 
beautiful to the polis and the conditions of the life lived by the many. For the ancient Greek, the 
situation of citizenship, excluding women and slaves, was the best manifestation of the life well 
lived, an aesthetic of public space. The contemporary situation of the urban city where the best of 
our lives is played out in private would have been incomprehensible and possibly characterised 
even as dangerous by citizens of the ancient polis. In the contemporary urban space, social media 
challenges anew the modern cult of privacy, but without the attendant concept of the 
responsibilities of citizenship. Unless the flash mob gatherings and riots that activate our city 
states take on a political focus they currently lack, or a focused political purpose, beauty in this 



social sense will remain relative and inactive. We continue to individuate our sensory responses 
and find things beautiful that others may not, problematizing the further distinction between the 
beautiful and the compelling. (Raunig, 2013, pp. 69-79) 
 
Beauty can also be terrible. To the ancient Greeks an 18thC conception of beauty as a tradition 
would have been viewed as appalling and even grotesque. The elevation, as in the “Venus of 
Milo” of a mutilated woman as the basis of perfection leads us to consider the political 
enforcement of aesthetics and the beautiful as rigidities within the state system. In a distorted echo 
of the ancient past we have constructed a contemporary cult of the beautiful, not only conflating 
this concept with the good but the morally healthy, pure and valuable. The cult of the body 
perfect, the massive extension of the obsessive management of the body image via the complex 
systems of shaming and surveillance as enforced by the gym and the diet, the very word 
gymnasium whose ancient meaning was the naked exercise place, naked because you were meant 
to be publicly humiliated by how far short of the ideal of beauty you and your body fell, joins the 
legion of management strategies of the state over the self.  
 
Because certain of our senses, particularly the visual, have been necessarily industrialised as 
required skills, we have played down the significant variances, even though we know that there 
are important differences between passive looking and active observation, passive listening 
opposed to the focused hearing and identification of complex frequency proportions. We can even 
speak of an architecture of sensing, a complex interlayering of data over experience. The brain 
draws on a multiplicity of sensual information in its construction of image. 
 
In this circumstance where we experience everything through the body we can ask what is 
perception? If we take on board the dual observations that the aesthetic experience of phenomena 
activates specific brain areas in multiple human subjects, an identification of location as a mirror 
of something having occurred, together with the possibility that perception itself is a process of 
removal from the plethora of phenomena, not an expansion or examination but a reduction, then 
the question of biological sensing reduces the chaos of continuity through the punitive and 
diminished exercise of subjective selection. 

 
 
PERCEPTION AS IMPOVERISHMENT 
 
Meillassoux and Bergson 
 
In Quentin Meillassoux’s astonishing article, “Subtraction and Contraction: Deleuze, Immanence, 
and Memory and Matter”, he takes apart Bergson’s assertion of a theory of images and pure 
perception.  In particular the provocative assertion, with regard to pure perception, ‘consciousness 
in principle’, ‘true in principle but not in fact’. In relation to Bergson’s theory of perception, to 
think perception unpolluted by memory, since every perception is mixed with memory. 
(Meillassoux, 2007) 
 
In the first chapter of Bergson’s text ‘Matter and Memory’, he asserts there is less in perception 
than in matter and less in representation than in presentation. In his text, to pass from matter to 
perception we must add something and this addition would be unthinkable. The body here 
becomes the site of action in which living beings allow exterior actions, to which they are 
indifferent, to traverse them. We perceive a tiny part of the images that constitute our 
environment, and it is within this part that our choices operate. (Harman, 2011) 
 



Therefore there are two selections at work in the theory of perception: (1) the selection of images 
made by the body and (2) a selection from that choice, made by the mind from that selected by the 
body from the infinity of images. The mind is free in so far as it chooses, it selects from the 
multiplicity of possible actions which it perceives in the world itself, but the mind cannot choose 
at all unless an anterior selection, itself unfree, is already in operation. (Meillassoux, p. 73) 
 
There are three realities within perception. 
Matter, body, mind. 
Communication, selection, action. 
Meillassoux describes the body in this situation as the ‘windscreen for the mind against the 
infinite’.  The body then conquers finitude through its capacity for refusal. The living being at the 
heart of the inorganic erects a barricade of disinterest for that which communicates. The living is 
not a demonstration of interested choice but disinterest in the real, and to the benefit of parts of the 
real that constitute perception. (Meillossoux, 2007, p. 74) 
 
‘The body is that which discerns from the infinity imagistic communication certain rare virtual 
actions capable of interesting choice. It is only in secondary process, when the body has made 
consciousness disinterested in almost all images that the free choice of the mind can come into 
effect.’ (Meillassoux, 2007, pp. 74-75) 
 
2 processes 
(1) Body – perception as a set of possible actions. 
(2) Mind – chooses an option from a finite number of equally possible options. 

 
The body selects a finite number of options at the expense of an infinity of images which pass 
through without a trace. This is why the Bergsonian theory of perception is remarkable and why it 
is radically anti-Kantian. Perception here does not as in Kant submit the sensible matter to a 
subjective form, because the connection, the form, belongs wholly to matter. Perception here does 
not connect, it disconnects, (it does not enrich matter but on the contrary impoverishes it). 
(Meillassoux, 2007, pp. 73-75) 
 
In this context Art can be read as the construction of the finite from the infinite. 
 
The significant point here is that unlike Bergson, Meillassoux insists on a separation between 
matter and perception. Perception is a rarefaction of matter, and human beings allow themselves to 
be traversed by images only to retain a few. This is due to cuts and barriers, which only permit 
certain flows to penetrate into consciousness. In Bergson the gulf between reality and knowledge 
is denied, as is idealism.  While reality is made up of images, matter exists in itself just as we 
perceive it, the body selects, the mind chooses. In relation to the pollution of memory in Bergson’s 
theory, Meillassoux finds contraction memory instructive, ‘for however brief a perception might 
be it always occupies a certain duration and this necessitates an effort of memory which prolongs 
a plurality of moments one into the other’. (Harman, pp. 70-73) 
 
The great strength of Matter and Memory was that perception joins directly with matter in itself 
and that matter contains no depths, no hidden aspects. Matter becomes what remains of perception 
once one has retracted what memory continually introduces into it. Meillassoux introduces the 
example from Bergson that red light vibrates at 400 trillion times a second, and it would take 
25,000 years for the brain to process each vibration. (Harman, p. 70) 
 
 



In conclusion, there are further considerations within this generalised reference to the perceptual 
faculties as one characteristic of impoverishment, the roles of the senses in anaesthesia. For each 
identification of the sensible becomes a type of death in which the image replaces the space of 
perception and occludes a memory of something not known to it but felt and predictively desired, 
partially present as a flawed sufficiency and yet able to project a future entwined within the past 
and driven to exist in the fictional present by the subjective elevations of time. 
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