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An Etymology of a Philosophical Creation

The English language is full of bedrock and aggregate vocabulary, as well as layers like shifting sand, but sometimes its lexicon reveals the occasional gem and the rare diamond.  These ‘gems of words’ have persisted and developed through time to secure the depth and value generally associated with diamonds and gems, not to mention the luster and beauty which is intrinsically their own.  One such word is:  æsthetic.  Perhaps it’s no mistake that the meaning to which this word refers is this intrinsic beauty – that quality which elevates its status to that of a precious stone.  

The word ‘æsthetic’ was long at the center of a philosophical debate culminating with the work of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), whose articulations many today still consider the final authority.  The word itself was German-engineered, using parts from Latin and Greek (as was the custom of the educated at that time), and first applied in German around 1750 by “Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-1762), a German philosopher, to refer to the ‘criticism of taste,’ using a modern adaptation of the Greek αίσθητικ  - meaning ‘of or pertaining to’ from the root αίσθητά  - referring to ‘things perceptible by the senses, things material (as opposed to υοητά, things thinkable or immaterial),  and also noting its verb stem αίσθε – to ‘feel, apprehend by the senses” (OED, æsthetic).  A couple of decades later, however, Immanuel Kant attributed a deeper distinction to its meaning within his immensely influential philosophical trilogy:  “[Kant] applied the name, in accordance with the ancient distinction of αίσθητά and υοητά, to ‘the science which treats of the conditions of sensuous perception,’ a sense retained in the Kantian philosophy, and found in English c1800.  But Baumgarten's use of æsthetik found popular acceptance, and appeared in England after 1830, though its adoption was long opposed” (OED, æsthetic).  And although largely debated, Kant’s articulations have been considered the authority on the nature of Æsthetics for well over two hundred years, with subsequent philosophers offering only explorations into his observations.  

English philosophers borrowed the word ‘æsthetic’ from German philosophers, initially in mere response to German thought – through critiques and commentaries – (and because there was no existing English word to refer to their inquiry,) but as Modernity evolved, the word was firmly established in the lexicon of many languages, due chiefly to the philosophical crusades of Modernity’s opponents.  The word as it exists today is an adaptation of the German invention to fit English convention.  

Because ‘æsthetic’ takes its pronunciation from the original Greek root and its spelling from Latin interpretation, its pronunciation is very similar across a variety of languages.  In English, “the pronunciations    (
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k), are all in use; the second is at present most common in London” (OED, æsthetic).  The first pronunciation, however, has become most common in America, and its use is generally associated with the arts.   

The spelling of ‘æsthetic’ is of great interest here.  The ash (Æ and æ, used in this discussion) is most often not used, but rather broken into the separate letters ‘a’ and ‘e,’ thus forming ‘aesthetic.’   This has no effect on the pronunciation (aside from dialect), and it does the job, but it does diminish the æsthetic quality of the word itself – which stems, in part, from the oddity and charm of the ash.  “[The ash] was in Old English, the symbol of a simple vowel, intermediate between a and e.  After 1100, the short æ, [or Greek αί,] was generally replaced by a (though sometimes by e); the long αί continued to be written æ in the 12th and early 13th centuries, the Old English eá passing into the same sound and symbol, but in the development of Middle English, this symbol died out.  …  The symbol ‘æ,’ which thus disappeared from the language in 13th c., was re-introduced in the 16th c. in forms derived from Latin words with æ, (this being the Latin symbolization of the Greek αί).  The ‘æ’ or ‘ae’ now remains, only (1) in Greek and Latin proper names as in Æneas, Cæsar; even these, when familiar, often take e as Judea, Etna; (2) in words belonging to Roman or Greek Antiquities as ædile, ægis; (3) in scientific or technical terms as ætiology, æstivation, phænogamous, Athenæum; these also when they become popularized take e, as phenomenon, Lyceum, museum, era”  (OED, æ ).  In the case of the word ‘æsthetic,’ the third tenet applies.  And as for the eventual conquering of the ash by the ‘e,’ those involved in Æsthetics won’t let that happen – because, though the separate ‘a’ and ‘e’ are tolerable, this brief history of the ash gives it an aura, which as Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) points out, involves the unique phenomenon of a distance, no matter how close it may be, which is provided through the employment of the ash.  The aura of a historical object involves its authenticity, which the ash attempts to achieve in transposing this ancient word into modern languages.  Aura is also a quality which envelopes a work of art, something which is subjective but sacred and has (cult) value, which is derived from its history and authenticity.  This is the aura’s contribution to the æsthetic; therefore, an aura is a component or characteristic of the quality to which the word ‘æsthetic’ refers, and the ash therefore seemingly presents a visual analogy within the graphics of the word itself (perhaps to our recent discovery of its ancient existence).
In usage, ‘æsthetic’ is (obviously) most common in its adjective form.  The adjective form has also been used increasingly as a noun (especially in plural form) as it has become differentiated from its more vague noun form, “æsthesis – the perception of the external world by the senses” (OED, æsthesis).  The suffix (-ic), borrowed from Greek, forms the word into an adjective.  (-ic) is “in Greek, one of the [most common] suffixes [for] forming [adjectives] with the sense ‘after the manner of’, ‘of the nature of’, ‘pertaining to’, [or simply] ‘of’” (OED, -ic).  The Oxford English Dictionary also recognizes the adjective form ‘æsthetical,’ the adverb form ‘æsthetically,’ the ridiculous verb form ‘æstheticize,’ and the nouns ‘æsthetician, æstheticist, and æstheticism’ – all formed by adding different morphemes to the growingly sovereign ‘æsthetic.’  

Its earliest use in the English language appears in commentaries on Kant’s work (presented in the following examples from the Oxford English Dictionary Online) and illustrates its confusing if not controversial beginnings.

1798 W. TAYLOR in Monthly Rev. XXV. 585 In the dialect peculiar to Professor Kant..his receptivity for aesthetic gratification [is] not delicate.

1832 Penny Cycl. I. 156 Æsthetics (Æsthetik) is the designation given by German writers to a branch of philosophical inquiry, the object of which is a philosophical theory of the beautiful. 

1859 SIR W. HAMILTON Lect. Metaph. I. vii. 124 It is nearly a century since Baumgarten..first applied the term Æsthetic to the doctrine which we vaguely and periphrastically denominate the Philosophy of Taste, the theory of the Fine Arts, the Science of the Beautiful, etc.,[image: image20.png]


and this term is now in general acceptation, not only in Germany, but throughout the other countries of Europe. The term Apolaustic would have been a more appropriate designation.

(OED, æsthetic)

In 1859, Sir W. Hamilton (1805-1865) attempted to define that which is ‘æsthetic’ as synonymous with ‘apolaustic.’  Apolaustic is defined as “concerned with or wholly devoted to seeking enjoyment; self-indulgent … [and Sir Hamilton derives this word from the] Greek adjective άπολαυστικ, [which comes from the verb] άπολαύ_ειν – to enjoy”  (OED, apolaustic).  Even if Sir Hamilton (decades after Kant) considered the appreciation of the arts to be a self-indulgent past-time rather than the universally expressive force that it is (because Art’s ability to communicate transcends language and cultural barriers and even physical and mental handicaps), the term ‘apolaustic’ is not at all worthy of the task of enveloping the spirit of Æsthetics, and furthermore, any attempt to nominate this term as a synonym for ‘æsthetic’ exhibits a fundamental misunderstanding of Æsthetics in general. 

Æsthetics is a proper, singular, collective noun formed by pluralizing the adjective form – thus referring to and encompassing, as a study, everything considered to be æsthetic, and inherently including all perspectives as well as all beholders.  One therefore must conclude that the term ‘æsthetic’ refers not to that which is beautiful, or the quality of beauty itself, but to the understanding of that intrinsic sense that interprets the visual condition of an object to possess beauty (or not), and expressly those interior conventions and conditions used to interpret visual data and therefore determine beauty.  It is the motivation behind the interpretation to which the word ‘æsthetic’ refers, and therefore shifts about within the realm of human potential.

What is truly æsthetic certainly has an unmistakably elusive quality, which was likely the source of its controversial beginnings – because further philosophical inquiry into the æsthetic often reveals only further dimension.  The meaning which the word attempts to harness is an ongoing evolution, elusive when most obvious – a philosophical crafting, referring (in part) to and enhanced by the presence of an aura – all of which must be considered when pondering the æsthetic, because that is its nature.  And just as jewelers and gemologists polish and appraise a gem, there must be artists and philosophers to continue to help to polish this gem – this word – ‘æsthetic.’
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