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The Subversion of Beauty:
Co-Optation of Sensibility by Consumer Culture

Arnold Berleant

Abstract: As the theory of sensibility, aesthetics embraces the full range of perceptual experience, focusing on
the range, qualities, and nuances of sensory experience, and on its discrimination, acuteness, and subtlety, its
perceptual, experienced significance and its emotional component. Aesthetics has traditionally been concerned
with understanding the experience of beauty in the arts and in nature. In the contemporary world, however,
aesthetic values are no longer confined to the museum and the scenic drive where they are honored but kept
isolated and innocuous, aestheticians probe the folk and the popular arts, as well as the traditional fine arts,
and aesthetic inquiry extends to food, sport, environment, and culture. Along with an unrestricted scope of
attention, aesthetic inquiry now explores the entire range of perceptual experience of the body and its social
matrix. Aesthetic experiences and values have now become increasingly prominent in all areas of modern
life, raising conflicts with values in morality, religion, economics, environment, and social life. When eyes
sensitive to beauty in art and nature encounter the objects and activities of ordinary life, they see not only their
hidden charms but also their failings. Thus aesthetics has come to include a negative domain and become a
moral instrument and even a political factor in developing new thought in cultural analysis. Commercial and
political practices have developed slowly and irresistibly to control and shape the very capacities for perceptual
experience, a process that can be called the co-optation of sensibility. It consists in the appropriation of the
capacity for sensible experience in the interests of mass marketing and corporate profits. The capability for the
experience and appreciation of aesthetic value, which I call here inclusively “beauty,” has been deliberately
appropriated and distorted in mass consumer culture in at least four distinct ways: by gastronomic co-optation,
technological co-optation, emotional co-optation, and psychological co-optation. By appropriating, controlling,
and impairing the capacities of human perception, these forms of co-optation undermine the free sensibility
that is the heart of aesthetic appreciation, thus subverting the possibilities of aesthetic value. Mass corporate
culture turns humans into consumers, not only by propaganda in the form of sophisticated advertising
designed to create and intensify desires, but by re-structuring people's very capacity for sensible experience, the
substance of human life. Incorporating this analysis into aesthetics enables aesthetics to become an instrument

of emancipation, and this supports a critical aesthetics, an aesthetics of social and political critique.
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