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The Role of Aesthetic Competence for Moral Discernment

Larger paper’s argument: 

The study of artworks ought to be included in curricula for character development for several reasons:  1. moral blunders committed by people who consider themselves ethically minded are often caused by perceptual negligence   2.  ones’ own perceptual negligence can be mitigated by studying how sensory elements are configured in harmonious or unharmonious conditions 3: Artists are by definition aesthetically astute perceivers;  since their works are fairly accessible, both ought to be consulted, not for the casuistry they provide, but for their aesthetic insights and practices.    4.  At times artworks evoke moral epiphanies in which the extent and folly of our own moral hubris become suddenly undeniable.  5.  I test the hypothesis against various categories of moral hubris, because I take them to be cases where self-deception causes serious harms.  
Focus of HBP talk:

A defense of the hypothesis that aesthetic competence is necessary for moral discernment.  

Definition of Aesthetic Competence:  (Not to be conflated with aesthetics as a discipline or with a ‘faculty’ for perceiving beauty or appreciating or making art.)  AC refers to the more fundamental elements of perception that have to do with sensory interpretation and gestalt formation.  

AC:  a deliberate attention to, or awareness of, the sounds, sights, colors, textures, smells, feelings, attitudes and other elements that constitute the ambiance of harmony or disharmony and  rhythm and fit within whole configurations, as well as the deeper layers of meaning to be discovered in their arrangements;  in short, a qualitative analysis of the fit among parts and wholes and the attendant emotional satisfactions that obtain when an optimum arrangement is achieved (Trentacoste, 2005)

Why should we talk about AC?  What occurs in its absence?

AC is a necessary condition for reliable moral discernment but not the only necessary condition: It operates in conjunction with access and commitment to epistemically justified moral principles, rationality, emotional maturity, and self-regarding knowledge.  
Is AC already covered under current epistemological accounts?  AC may be entailed by talk of reliability and justified true belief, but the actual sensory insights are not explicitly dealt with beyond distinguishing qualia from mental events and other sense-datum controversies.  
The proposed definition of AC refers to a whole unifying experience
John Dewey argues something similar about aesthetic experience.  The goal is to ensure that contextual cues are neither over or under emphasized similar to the capacity to make gestalt shifts.  
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Analogues of perceptual gestalts from visual and moral paradoxes:

Necker cubes, and M*A*S*H* episode.
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Can AC override false flight or fight  signals? 
Practice trains the brain to engage neocortical processes in stressful contexts 

Philosophers of aesthetics are interested in a different question:  the role art plays for moral knowledge.   [(Noël Carroll with film, 1997), (Gregory Currie with imagination, 1995), (Martha Nussbaum with literature and poetry, 1995), (Elaine Scarry with how artists depict humanity’s conceptions of beauty and justice 1999).  (Kant with the cognitive aspects of judgments of beauty)]  

Final examples of the intersection between self-delusion, misperception of sensory information and harmful acts of moral hubris.  

Conclusion:  There are ways of  correcting one’s own rigid, narrowly defined, self-deceptive perceptual habits including those that lead to the kinds of moral ‘blind spots’  The deliberate cultivation of AC is one of those ways.  If this hypothesis is correct, common sense dictates that aesthetic sensitivity training ought to be included in formal and informal, public and private curricula for moral education and character development.  

