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Con su libro Everyday Aesthetics (Oxford University Press, 2007), la japonesa Yuriko
Saito amplié el marco moderno de la disciplina estética, centrada en el objeto artistico y
la experiencia sublime y excepcional. Frente a ello, Saito propuso que lo estético esta
también en los entornos cotidianos, los objetos funcionales y las actividades corrientes
que conforman nuestra existencia.

Mas recientemente, ha vuelto a ensanchar el horizonte estético con su libro Aesthetics of
Care: Practice in Everyday Life (Bloomsbury, 2022), una obra que no trata tanto del
objeto de la disciplina, como de la practica estética. En concreto, sefiala como la forma
propia de la practica estética es el cuidado (de personas, objetos, espacios y ambientes),
considerado hasta ahora solo desde el punto de vista ético. El hallazgo de Saito es haber
puesto de manifiesto que en estas practicas existe un fuerte componente estético porque
el buen cuidado es el que se expresa por medios formales y sensibles, medios estéticos;
el cuidado que de algin modo es al mismo tiempo bello.

Al concentrar la investigacion en la forma en la cual llevamos a cabo las acciones, la
autora acentta la interdependencia entre lo ético y lo estético, o mas en concreto la
relacion entre estética de lo cotidiano y ética del cuidado. Pero su interés no es tanto
analizar lo que ambas disciplinas pueden aportarse, sino ver como su interrelacion puede
transformar nuestra manera de relacionarnos con el mundo. Practicar un cuidado
verdaderamente ético requiere asi sensibilidad estética y, a su vez, para apreciar
estéticamente hace falta una actitud atenta, receptiva y empatica, rasgos propiamente
éticos.

Esta obra, Aesthetics of Care, vuelve a la actualidad gracias a la traduccion al espafiol que
el profesor Sixto Castro acaba de preparar en la editorial Herder y que verd la luz en breve.
Invitamos por eso a los socios de SEyTA a leer un capitulo de este ensayo (el punto 4 del
capitulo 3, titulado “Expressing Care through Objects™) y a reflexionar sobre algunas de
las cuestiones que deja pendientes para la disciplina estética, entre ellas:

1. Lainterconexion de la ética y la estética (o humano y lo relacional por encima de
lo puramente contemplativo y desinteresado). Relacion y limites.

2. La incorporacion de las préacticas de cuidado como objeto legitimo del
pensamiento estético. ;Como afrontar incluso la dimension negativa de las
practicas de cuidado dentro de la estética?

3. La transformacion del espectador en hacedor-de-mundo y de este en cuidador
responsable y atento. ;Qué papel juega la educacion estética o de la sensibilidad
en esta transformacion?
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“correct ethical action most often grows out of concrete, physical
training, or repetition, and is best described as a cluster of attitudes
about who one is in the world and how to properly and effectively
interact with others. Ethics is not a theoretical, intellectual ‘meta’
search, but a way of walking (or being) in the world."3* Particularly in
the Japanese tradition, according to him, “ethics is primarily taught
through the various arts, and is not learned as an abstract theory, or
as a series of rules to remember,” and by being taught through arts,
he means practicing arts oneself rather than being an onlooker or
spectator who appreciates them, the favored mode of aesthetics in
the Western tradition.

The importance of the care relationship and body aesthetics in
interpersonal interactions raises a question as to how much gets
compromised or changed in technologically mediated interactions.
Many aesthetic features present in a face-to-face interaction,
such as the tone of voice, facial expression, gestures, and general
comportment are either not available or presented differently in the
electronically medicated communication. Furthermore, this mode
of communication often encourages people to simply vocalize what
they want to say without engaging in a true dialogue or conversation
with other people, as in Twitter. | raised a similar question regarding
what counts as a direct experience of the other person during the
time of pandemic in Chapter 1. Although | will not explore it here,
| think it is worthwhile to speculate on whether and how different
modes of communication and interpersonal relationships unfold
both with technological advancement and in a situation such as the
pandemic and what the moral and aesthetic implications of those
modes will be.

4 Expressing Care through Objects

So far, my discussion of social aesthetics concerned the direct
personal interactions through conversation, body movement, facial
expression, and the like. However, my interactions with others are
not limited to such direct encounters. The expression of care (or
lack thereof) can be mediated by the design, creation, placement,
arrangement, or handling of the physical objects, that is, nonverbally
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and nonbodily. This section explores this aspect of social aesthetics
by examining a number of examples, many of which, though not
all, are taken from contemporary everyday environment in Japan.
As | mentioned in Introduction, it is not my intention to idealize the
Japanese culture or claim its superiority. For my purpose here, they
are helpful in exemplifying my point about expressing care through
objects. This kind of expression seems to have appeared quite
early in Japan, as indicated by the aesthetics of garden and the tea
ceremony, dating back to the eleventh century and the sixteenth
century, respectively. In my observation, the aesthetic sensibility
formed by them still has a considerable impact on people’s lives
today outside of these specific art forms.

The ethos of expressing care and consideration for others through
objects has a long lineage in Japanese culture. The earliest writing
on this subject is found in the eleventh-century manual for garden-
making, Sakuteiki ({F£7T), which lays the foundation for subsequent
garden design in Japan. In addition to the principle of “obeying the
request” that stresses respecting the individual characteristics of
materials used, such as rocks or trees, another cardinal principle is
changing the axis, meaning avoiding symmetry. Reminding us of
Alexander Pope's criticism of formal gardens that adhere to strict
symmetry where “Grove nods at Grove, each Ally has a Brother, And
half the Platform just reflects the other,” the absence of a central
axis recommended in Sakuteiki is meant to honor and enrich the
owners' and visitors’ experience of walking through the designed
space.®® By avoiding symmetrical design, the garden provides a
continuous source of stimulation, such as meandering paths, partially
hidden vistas, and “borrowing” a distant landscape as a part of the
garden (shakkei f&35¢). This otherregarding attitude toward garden-
making that is designed to delight the visitors is alive and well in
contemporary Japan. It can be seen in their everyday environment,
such as gently curved entrance pathways into buildings.®®

In addition to the body aesthetics discussed in the last section, the
Japanese tea ceremony provides this object-mediated expression
of care in a concentrated manner. The host carefully chooses,
prepares, and arranges tea implements and decorative items like a
hanging scroll, an incense burner, and flowers in a vase, in order to
provide the utmost comfort and delight for the guest. He takes into
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consideration not only each guest’s interests but also the season,
the time of the day, and the weather. The extreme details attended
by the host are quite stunning. They include clearing the snow only
from the stepping-stones in the garden and sometimes leaving snow
in the water basin for winterly aesthetic delight, the nonchalant and
labor-unintensive look of the knot of the string tied to secure the lid
onto the tea container, the geometrical proportion that directs where
to place various implements without giving an impression that the
placement was belabored (kanewari i )X #]) while at times breaking
such proportionality (minesuri 2%%8), and highlighting the changing
pattern of drying water droplets as the wet kettle surface dries by being
heated.®” While there are basic rules that guide these considerations,
the ultimate decisions are made by the host according to the specific
occasion. Just as the care relationship is developed when the carer
attends to the singularity of the cared-for in a specific situation,
orchestrating various aspects of the tea ceremony also requires being
attuned to the specific occasion, referred to as ichigo ichie (—#—%3),
one time one meeting. It requires utmost sensibility, flexibility, and
improvisational skills. Robert Carter thus remarks that “true mastery
in practice is, while encountering new situations, dealing with any
difficulties which might arise with an ease and spontaneity which
displays, at the same time, imperturbability.”®

This expression of care is also embodied in the simple meal and
snack served along with the tea. It is often remarked that Japanese
food serving is like a visual art. Each morsel is arranged strategically
to enhance its native aesthetic appeal, rather than everything mixed
and heaped together. A serving vessel, whether a plate or a bowl,
is chosen not only to highlight the food inside but also to reflect the
season. A Japanese dish thus provides both gustatory and visual feast,
delighting the guest. Of course, the degree of meticulous attention
is most prominent at a fancy restaurant or in a tea ceremony, but |
can speak from my personal experience of growing up in Japan that
a similar attention is also given for home-cooked and -served meals.

We appreciate the manifestation of care expressed by the
aesthetic delight offered by the objects outside of Japan and
occasions prompted by art such as a garden and the tea ceremony.
For example, passengers walking on the corridor of Seattle-
Tacoma Airport are treated to an enjoyable experience of tracking
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the whimsical images of the school of salmon inlaid onto the floor
(Figures 1-4). Their winding direction is fun to track, from the fry
to the emaciated old ones, sometimes swimming individually
and sometimes gathering in a pool, sometimes transforming
into recognizable decorative salmon figures of the Northeast first
nations and tongue-in-cheek salmon traveling with a suitcase or

FIGURE 1 Seattle-Tacoma Airport.

FIGURE 2 Secattle-Tacoma Airport.
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FIGURE 3 Seattle-Tacoma Airport (note the middle salmon carrying a
suitcase).

FIGURE 4 Seattle-Tacoma Airport.

transformed into an airplane shape! These figures on the floor are
not simply decorative; they break up the monotony of walking on an
airport corridor, welcome the visitors with the local flavor as well as
delightful fun. After a long tiring flight, the passengers feel properly
greeted and cared for.
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What is underfoot often escapes our attention. However, as in this
airport corridor, sometimes we find not-so-hidden gems on the street
pavement. One of the fun experiences of visiting different places for
me has become finding various patterns on the manhole covers. This
quintessentially utilitarian objects from our everyday surrounding can
be a source of enjoyment as well as the enhancement of the sense
of place. Japan has a project concerning manhole covers that is well
known by now, in which each municipality features the objects and
landscapes associated with the place (Figures 5 and 6).% But Japan by
no means has a monopoly over such a project. From my travels within
the United States, | was heartened to be greeted with the similar
sense of place and the pride in cities such as Portland featuring a
rose, Phoenix a phoenix, and Seattle a map of its waterfront (Figures
7 and 8).%° Seattle in particular offers delightful greetings with a wavy
pattern at every corner of its urban environs, such as the pavements,
the bus stop shelters, and other street furniture. Such unified patterns
are certainly pleasant to behold in themselves, but their effect goes
beyond straightforward sensory pleasure by integrating the sense of
pride in the city and a sign of welcoming greetings to the visitors, in
short an expression of care for the city, residents, and visitors.
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FIGURE 5 Manhole cover featuring Osaka Castle (Osaka, Japan).



EXPRESSION OF CARE IN SOCIAL AESTHETICS 97

FIGURE 6 Manbhole cover in Ueno Park noted for cherry blossoms (Tokyo,
Japan).

FIGURE 7 Manbhole cover (Phoenix, Arizona).
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FIGURE 8 Manbhole cover (Seattle).

In contrast, let us consider the opposite case where the objects
exhibit lack of care. A glaring example is the train station in Providence,
Rhode Island, which | sometimes use to go to Boston or New York.
It is an embarrassment. Its platform with bare concrete structure
has few signs indicating where it is or which way is Boston or New
York, let alone any welcoming greetings for the visitors or indication
of the sense of place. It exudes thoughtlessness, indifference, and
carelessness.

| mentioned in Chapter 2 that a successful care relationship
is based upon reciprocity, not necessarily in terms of the receiver
of care returning a similar favor but in terms of returning a sign of
grateful acknowledgment. The train station is an example of the other
party not offering care for the passengers and visitors. On the other
hand, let us consider the case in which the other party is offering an
aesthetic manifestation of care for us, but we are not reciprocating
by not even acknowledging, let alone appreciating, the aesthetic gift
offered. Suppose | hurry through a garden without paying attention
to the thoughtful ways in which the rocks and trees are arranged,
gobble up a beautifully arranged dish, and never notice the aesthetic
presentation of a sense of place at every street corner and literally
underfoot. It is not only that my aesthetic life is impoverished by
remaining oblivious to the aesthetic bounty offered but most likely
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my moral life is probably not as richly endowed as it could be. Even if |
am the “recipient” of an aesthetic expression of care, the relationship
will not be fulfilled if | lack the sensibility, perceptive power, and moral
sensitivity to be able to discern, appreciate, and reciprocate by full
engagement.

Commenting on Japanese food, Graham Parkes remarks that “the
care with which the food has been prepared and presented invites
corresponding care and attention in the handling and eating of it."4'
In a similar manner, a successful experience of tea ceremony makes
demands not only on the host for setting it up and executing it but
also on the guest who needs to attend carefully to various details
that express the host's care. Today's tea master, Sen Genshitsu
XV, thus explains that the primary purpose of the tea ceremony is
a tacit communication, “contagion,” whereby “the guests will ‘feel’
what the host intended to ‘give’ them in and through the ceremony.
An intense level of kindness prevails, and the guests learn through
this enveloping atmosphere to be kind to one another in turn.”#2 As
previously mentioned, the vehicle of this contagion is aesthetic: body
movements, selection and arrangements of various objects, the
singular atmosphere resulting from the integration of all the elements
including those beyond human control, such as the season, time of
the day, and weather. The aesthetic sensibility necessary to recognize
and appreciate such aesthetic manifestation of care /s a moral
sensibility as well. As summarized by Carter, the tea ceremony “is an
event of a "Thou' interacting intimately with other "Thous. "4 As such,
it is an aesthetic activity that promotes cultivation of kindness and
respect for others, and “learning to be kind is not just the intellectual
recognition of what kindness is, but through mind and body as
unified, one actually practices being kind."#* Aesthetic experience,
as discussed in Chapter 1, thus is not something we as recipients
passively take in, but is generated by our active engagement requiring
an ethically grounded and mindful entanglement with the world.

So far, the aesthetic gifts offered or denied by the examples have
been fairly obvious. With respect to the tea ceremony, gardens,
and food, we expect aesthetically charged experiences and are
predisposed to gain an aesthetic pleasure. In cases of the objects
underfoot, their decorative elements are added specifically for
aesthetic delight. In both cases, the expression of care is forefronted
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because there are a number of ways in which objects could have been
created and handled differently, such as the tearoom prepared only
according to what is most convenient for the host, the food served
haphazardly on a plate, and the manhole covers featuring a generic
geometrical pattern merely to prevent slippage. Hence, it will take
an extremely dull sensibility not to notice and appreciate these gifts.

In comparison, the need for perceptual acuity and imaginative
engagement become more pressing for the following examples,
because their aesthetic expression of care tends to be invisible, either
because we take them for granted or because they address special
needs not shared by everyone. It is a common sight in Japan that a
small shelf is placed below a counter at stores, banks, post offices,
hotels, airports, and ATM machines, where one can put a pocketbook
and other belongings while tending to the transactions (Figures 9 and
10). An even smaller shelf with a half circle cut out is often seen at
the same places for resting a cane and an umbrella, while sometimes
an umbrella stand is located at the entrance (Figures 11 and 12). The
subway hanging straps are often of different lengths to accommodate
people with differing heights (Figure 13). Public bathrooms are
equipped with a baby seat attached to the wall where a baby can be
placed while the parent tends to her needs (Figure 14). Some clothes

FIGURE 9 Airline counter with tables (Shinchitose Airport, Japan).
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FIGURE 11 Post office table with a cane holder and umbrella stand
(Sapporo, Japan).
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FIGURE 12 In-store ATM machine with a cane and coffee cup holders
(Sapporo, Japan).

FIGURE 13 Subway car (Sapporo, Japan).
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FIGURE 14 Baby seat inside a public toilet (Haneda Airport, Tokyo).

feature big buttons with diagonal buttonholes for easy maneuver for
those who are dexterity-challenged, such as children, senior citizens,
and people suffering from arthritis. Finally, a well-known children’s
tune or a bird’s chirping is used to announce safe crossing of a street
to the visually challenged.

None of these objects provide aesthetic delight the way the objects
in the previous group of examples do. However, they provide care by
addressing specific needs, sometimes of a certain group of people
while other times of all of us when we find ourselves inconvenienced
by situations like carrying too many things. From the aesthetic point
of view, we may further distinguish those which provide care by their
sheer existence regardless of the sensuous features, such as the
baby seat, a shelf under the counter, and a cane holder, from those
which provide care by their specific design, such as the buttonholes
and the tune for safe street crossing. That is, the former responds to
people’s needs not so much by their specific design features because
there cannot be that much variation for fulfilling their function; the
important thing is that they are placed where they are. In comparison,
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the safe crossing signal can be conveyed by different sounds such as
a series of mechanical staccato sounds often heard in the cities in
the United States and Europe. However, the sound of a bird chirping,
or a familiar children's tune, creates a gentler and more pleasant
soundscape compared to the harsh mechanical staccato sounds.*

In this regard, consider the final example originally from the United
States but now available globally: OXO brand of kitchen utensils.
Its vegetable peeler is a redesign of the basic metal peeler. It has
an enlarged handle made with a nonslip polypropylene plastic and
rubber material for easy grip that is further enhanced with flexible
fins that can conform to individual grip, preventing the peeler from
slipping. In addition, an oversized hole at the end of the handle
makes it easy to hang, particularly for the visually impaired. It turns
out that the designer of this redesign was inspired by watching his
wife with severe arthritis struggle with a conventional metal peeler
to peel a potato. Akiko Busch characterizes this peeler’s “kind of
funky elegance that made it appealing to everyone” as embodying
“consideration, empathy, and comfort.”46

But when we characterize an artifact as expressing or embodying
care and consideration or indifference and neglect, what are we doing
exactly? Are we making a judgment of the attitude or motivation of
the designer? After all, an object cannot be held responsible for lack of
care or credited for being considerate. Although we often do criticize
an object or a built structure for being thoughtless or praise it for its
care toward us, it is a shorthand way of making a judgment on the
designer, according to this line of thinking. In the next section, | will
argue for the legitimacy of attributing moral characters to an object.

5 Moral Agency of Objects

Let's consider again the example of the Providence train station.
Nigel Taylor's criticism of those objects or structures that appear to
be put together carelessly and shoddily without any consideration of
its relationship to the surroundings is apropos here. Such structures,
Taylor states, “would offend us aesthetically, but, more than that,
part of our offense might be ethical. Thus we might reasonably be
angered or outraged, not just by the look of the thing, but also by the



