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This book is dedicated to two women: Fanny Colonomos and Éliane Amado Lévy-Valensi. With them, I took my first steps into the grassy fields of knowledge. It brings a smile to my face to imagine how the former, in particular, might have reacted if she could have read that dedication herself. I expect she would have observed that the act of dedicating a book to one’s own mother is strangely oedipal: even more so after the age of fifty, when it is downright regressive (and when said mother is “old”—as she would have put it and as if that made it worse). My mother was a psychoanalyst, skilled in irony, with a very good sense of humor. I like to think my dedication here would have given her a laugh. My treatment of that field here owes a great deal to her and to our conversations: the seriousness with which she approached psychoanalytic practice was equaled only by the relish she took in mocking the kinds of obscure platitudes with which it is sometimes equated. Her vision has influenced me deeply, and I trust that it shows in my approach here and in the other disciplines in which I work.
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Introduction: The Repressed Enigma of Beauty

When John Williams’s Stoner opens onto the moment of revelation that defines its protagonist’s life, we are quietly ushered into one of the most beautiful portraits ever written of academic vocation. In a dimly lit office, the young and uncertain Stoner sits before his mentor, Archer Sloane, who gently asks: “Don’t you know, Mr. Stoner? Don’t you understand about yourself yet? You’re going to be a teacher.” Stoner, incredulous, asks how he can be so sure. Sloane replies simply, “It’s love, Mr. Stoner. You are in love. It’s as simple as that.”1

In the case of William Stoner, it’s Shakespeare’s Sonnet 73 that makes him fall in love with literature—and leads him to embrace an academic life. When he hears it for the first time, while attending Archer Sloane’s classroom, he’s breathless—stunned. He’s in a state of shock. Of aesthetic shock.

I love this novel because it captures—with a rare and quiet poetry—the experience I know so intimately: the moment when knowledge moves us. Writing books in the humanities and social sciences is my vocation. My teaching also spans the social sciences and philosophy. As part of doing this work, I spend a great deal of time reading and analyzing texts. But in the face of all I read—the giant library that makes up the history of humanity—there is a puzzle that stands out to me. What leads me to prefer a particular author over another, a first concept over a second, one field over the next? Is it nothing more than personal taste?

And what about you, the reader—why did you take this book off the shelf? Surely not because it’s “beautiful”: beauty, after all, is a matter of mere appearances, shallow and superficial. Universities are not art galleries (and they certainly aren’t catwalks at fashion shows). And yet you chose to take this book and read these first lines. If you’re unmoved, you’ll close it. But if something stands out, if something grabs you, perhaps you’ll give it a chance. Words are to the eye as musical notes to the ear. If the rhythms and cadences appeal to you, maybe you continue.

This set of reflections, which I concede is naïve, led me to a question. Let me state it as a hypothesis. If information from our senses plays a role in the books we choose, then knowledge must have an aesthetic component. This book aims to show why this hypothesis is true. Amidst the mountain of things that we read, some are beautiful, and some are not. In books as in people, intelligence is unevenly distributed. The same is true aesthetically speaking. The books that fill our libraries are not all equally beautiful. Those that are get their beauty, in part, from the talent, sensitivity, and intelligence of their authors.

At the core of any work of knowledge lies enigma. The one I have just proposed may seem surprising (although, I hope, not absurd). To tell the truth, it is passing strange that academics have so rarely taken this question seriously. Dismissing such a central part of our intellectual preferences is absurd. Perhaps we have tried to repress it: but in truth, through our actions, we are constantly asking and answering the question of what we find beautiful. Often we do so without even realizing. The role that the aesthetic of texts and ideas plays in our choices is undeniable.

Lest it be unclear, I am not talking here about works—novels, poems, plays—for which beauty is already taken as central. The best of them, indeed, can stun us; they can educate us; humble us, even, before their extraordinary beauty. But they are not my focus here. Nor is my focus the kinds of “essays” one might read in the New Yorker or Vanity Fair. In places like France, where I live, there is always demand for the outputs of flamboyant “intellectuals.” These lucky individuals live their lives in cafés and salons, in classrooms and in living rooms: they become commodities themselves, and attract high prices on international markets. Parading the literary talents that fortune has bequeathed to them, they spend their days discoursing about everything (or maybe nothing). With the distinctiveness of their phrasing and (perhaps) their capacity for reinvention and (maybe) their marvelous physiques, these virtuosi manage to communicate something to vast numbers of people. Their work can be inspired, romantic, rebellious, critical: they do not seem scared of anything, even the dangers of verbosity or facile futility. They seduce us with their work; bewitch us; enthrall us. Their texts are supposed to reflect their own true nature, who they truly are. Both they and their texts should be beautiful.

My focus here is the kind of books the general public finds unforgivingly austere. You know the ones; they have fifteen-word titles full of colons. They are, in a certain way, crude—written by clumsy academics, locked in their ivory towers. They are the ugly ones, the intellectual Hunchbacks of Notre Dame. They are the true “specialists,” the “profession’s professionals,” the pedantic and laborious souls who accumulate knowledge and churn out thousands of articles, read by few and understood by fewer. And this is not even to mention the many other kinds of communication in which they are involved: lectures, symposia, all manner of other esoteric performances, public and private, in universities still connected in spirit to the monasteries of the Middle Ages. My focus is the kinds of work, and their artisans, which are the surprising and clandestine heroes of the aesthetic of intelligence. In other words: academics. Us.

What would happen if we took seriously the proposition that books in the humanities and social sciences have an aesthetic proper to them? What if we allowed that scholarly works might bear that enigmatic quality, beauty, which we so often seek to deny them? What if we granted that ideas, themselves, could be looked upon as beautiful?

The inquiry seems to me both obvious and far from it. Who among us has not turned the final page of a book of philosophy (or sociology, or history) and told our companion of its beauty? Or—maybe more commonly?—slammed it shut and complained about its ugliness? Lectures, courses, and presentations provoke very similar reactions. Surely there must be something we can say about all this. And yet, though universities are devoted to the exploration of new ideas, this question seems to me to have been unjustly ignored. Unjustly because, after all, it is no small thing to arouse pleasure or fury in a person. It is no small thing to have an audience, however small, who have impassioned opinions on the things you write. It is no small thing that people love or hate the words you shape. But we in academia seem to have forgotten the beautiful, in our quest to distance ourselves from a past we see as obsolete.

For Plato and many other Ancient thinkers, beauty was inherently linked to truth and goodness.2 Aesthetics was not divorced from science; it was not foreign to ethics. Who would dare to say that the Symposium and the dialogues composing it, the guests’ reflections on the nature of love, have no aesthetic value? Who would make so bold a claim that Plato’s dramaturgy has no relation to the content of his thought and, thus, to the history of philosophy more broadly?

We are not, of course, living in ancient times. Philosophy has evolved, and in many ways this is all to the good. But in this one thing that interests me, the idealism of knowledge so present for the Greeks, the legacy of beauty as an intrinsic element of thought, we have forgotten a great deal. How odd we have become to think that truth, the good, and beauty are radically disconnected.

According to this paradigm, knowledge is a matter of truth—and only truth. For the social sciences, whose goal it is to find falsifiable social laws with some degree of regularity, this translates as “truthfulness.” Scholars are supposed to seek the truth.3 There is already a long list of books that discuss the epistemics of truth; my goal here is not to add to it.4 But I need to make a mention of this point about the centrality of truth as part of framing my quest to understand why attention to the beautiful has been repressed.

Our focus on the aesthetic dimension of knowledge, I want to propose, has been neglected because this dimension is viewed as unsettling or deceitful. The beautiful is conflated with the superficial, the misleading or deceptive: on such a view, it works against knowledge, and pulls the search for truth off track. More than this, beauty risks disturbing even the morality of ideas, the very ethics of knowledge. This reaction, as I see it, is motivated by fear. It is also extremely short-sighted. The superficial move, in fact, is to neglect beauty as part of our discussion of knowledge.

My goal here is to renew our focus as academics on the role of the aesthetic in our work. This work starts with careful listening and reading: books and authors very often have an aesthetic that is distinctive or even unique to them. Some among these are even beautiful. But first we must ask whether this question is limited to the humanities and social sciences, and how scholars from other fields of knowledge have reacted to it.


The Paradoxes of Denying Beauty

“Mathematics, rightly viewed,” Bertrand Russell wrote in 1914, “possesses not only truth, but supreme beauty—a beauty cold and austere, like that of sculpture … yet sublimely pure, and capable of a stern perfection such as only the greatest art can show.”5 Mathematics tends to be viewed as the “purest” or “truest” of scientists. And many mathematicians made extraordinary contributions to knowledge. Significantly, aesthetic concerns are not off-limits for these thinkers: in fact, they emphasize questions of beauty as essential. Thinkers as towering as Henri Poincaré and Bertrand Russell have reflected upon beauty as one of science’s central attractions. Russell evokes the sublime in his descriptions of mathematics: he describes the way he finds beauty in abstraction, feels himself seduced by demonstration, succumbs to equations and proofs. We might think here of the mathematics lecture halls so often shown in movies: blackboards strewn with numbers, circles, and curves, sketched out in chalk, so frenetic that they resemble paintings by Jackson Pollock. We might think also of Albrecht Dürer, who was a painter as well as a mathematician—an “artist geometer,” in the words of the art historian Erwin Panofsky.6

Poincaré is one of the staunchest advocates for the importance of beauty in scientific work. He was a mathematician, but also an engineer and a philosopher. And for him, in addition to studying nature, mathematics clearly had an “aesthetic purpose.”7

If nature is beautiful, it might follow that its analysis by scientific explanation can also be beautiful. For Poincaré, in fact, it must be beautiful. In this claim lie two aspects of beauty that we should keep distinct: on the one hand the beauty of the object (nature), and on the other hand the beauty of the way in which it is studied (the work of the scientist). My focus here is the latter—not the beauty of natural objects or the studied things themselves, but the beauty of the way they are narrated, treated, represented.

Anyone who loves logic knows the beauty that can inhere in mathematics. Logic is home to fascinating statements and impressive proofs. The best demonstrations of proofs and theorems are often tours de force: they are marks of the genius of those who work with them, and they make for sumptuous performances. In their way, they are revered at least as much as the most famous works of art. They may be initially obscure; but if they are powerful enough, their circle of admirers quickly widens, and their names (“Fermat’s last theorem,” “König’s Lemma”) become imbued with a certain kind of magic. This is certainly true of Cantor’s diagonal argument (produced in 1891); it is also the case for Gödel’s incompleteness theorems (from 1931). It is even the case for the 1966 paradoxes of the philosopher Willard Van Orman Quine. An especially striking example of the latter is the infamous liar’s paradox:


The statement “Yields falsehood when it is preceded by its quotation” yields falsehood when it is preceded by its quotation.8


Thus the many elements of scientific and mathematic beauty and elegance: puzzlement, the mysteries of the formula, sharpness, the genius of synthesis, the implacable rationality of the eventual demonstration.

If we are willing to accept that mathematicians weep over equations—and it seems that we are—why would we not also entertain the possibility that humanists and social scientists might weep over philosophy and history? Is it because the exact sciences are considered more “abstract,” while the humanities and social sciences are more “interpretive”? Is it because abstraction is viewed as more valuable, in our taxonomies of beauty, than interpretation—somehow “purer” than its cousin? Is it because, confronted by such purity, nonabstract knowledge seems somehow crude or vulgar? These assumptions are pervasive, but they are odd, especially since so many social scientists and philosophers use abstraction in their work. Disciplines like phenomenology, history, and sociology also seem to have an aesthetic focus that puts them closer to the arts than the sciences. Sometimes they read like epic novels, even tragedies: using description, but also interpreting various chains of poignant facts to build elaborate and moving narratives. They often have their own stylistic conventions; and they tell ordered stories, with beginnings, middles, and ends (recall that this trait, “orderliness,” was a key component of the beautiful for Aristotle).9 It makes no sense to deny the potential these works have to be beautiful. Beauty can be one of their greatest qualities, an asset, and a reason they are loved.

Aesthetic reactions to the “exact sciences,” as well as other disciplines, stem from the aspirations of scientists themselves. Russell, like Poincaré, is of the view that mathematics must be bold, must stay courageous. Mathematics should not be shy: “We should not fear this instinctive and unavowed preoccupation [the search for beauty] distracting the scientist from the search for truth.”10 Statements of this kind in the humanities and social sciences, in contrast, are rare indeed. All too often, in these fields, the demand for truth or truthfulness is imagined to be incompatible with beauty. The social sciences, in particular, can come to seem like provincial relatives of their grander natural cousins: hiding or even banishing the luxury of beauty and beautiful things.

Doesn’t this shying-away from beauty ultimately betray the ambitions of the humanities and social sciences? These are fields that struggle mightily with questions about their own perspective and preconceptions. Why not extend this struggle to questions about the aesthetic of thinking in general? To questions about beauty? There are countless discussions about theories of aesthetics, but far too few about the aesthetic of theories. My goal in this book is to remedy this deficit.


From the Theory of Aesthetics to an Aesthetic of Theories

The academic aesthetic is set upon a set of conventions, expectations, and preferences that regulate scholarly forms of expression. Indeed, they regulate modes of expression more generally, whether they are oral, written, or embodied (as in “body language”). In some cases, these conventions or principles might have their origins in the habits, the features, or the traits of a single person, before they become popularized and spread through a community. In academia, the content of texts, talks, and other performances is deeply entwined with form. In philosophical terms, “aesthetics” tends to be understood as relating to art: but things other than art can have an aesthetic dimension, just as they can be beautiful. Here I am in agreement with Mary Mothersill, for whom “say[ing] that only works of art are beautiful is as paradoxical as saying that only wrongful actions are bad.”11

The field of aesthetics, in philosophy, has tended to focus on providing theories of aesthetics, with good reason. My focus here, though, is a little different. I want to offer a set of reflections on the inverse—that is, on the aesthetic of theories. The aesthetic of knowledge, and its beauty, are important because they have a profound impact on the way we discuss and share knowledge. This makes them part of knowledge, understood as a communal and communicative process.

The aesthetic of an individual discipline is influenced by its conventions, expectations and preferences: but it is also a matter of sensitivity and sensibility (in French, incidentally, both these things are captured by a single word: sensibilité). The term “aesthetics” was coined by the German philosopher Alexander Baumgarten in the eighteenth century, and his work has become the canonical point of reference for the discipline that bears that name. Baumgarten defined aesthetics in the terms I introduced above, as “the science of sensitive knowing.”12 From my perspective, by analogy to this, the aesthetic (singular) of knowledge is a “sensitive mode of thinking.” It is a domain in which form and content are entangled.

There are several reasons for this. First—as I explore empirically throughout this book—scholars draw deeply on their senses as part of producing their work. Second, the public appreciates this work because of the sensitivity and sensibility to which it gives rise. To paraphrase Baumgarten, for whom beauty is the “perfection of aesthetic knowledge,”13 I would define an aesthetic object as beautiful insofar as it approaches “perfection” in its achievement of this feat. Thinking beautifully involves perfecting one’s expression (form) of knowledge that is mature and refined (content), and thus is memorable and valuable. There is also a beauty in the reactions that this kind of work can provoke in those who are exposed to it. It is a pleasure to be in the company of a great book or work of scholarship. Most fundamentally of all, the most beautiful work provokes public wonder and can echo across the public imaginary.

In her book, Mothersill develops two lines of arguments with which I’m very sympathetic: there are no principles of tastes or rules upon which we can define beauty, yet there are genuine judgments of tastes (i.e. these are true and demonstrable). Moreover, judging beauty is “a verdict that implicates an avowal,” and which require to have some acquaintances with the object or the person we find beautiful.14 I will argue that academics gather in “communities of appreciation” (to put it into the terms used by philosopher Ted Cohen15), and within these communities they make, implicitly or explicitly, judgments over the aesthetic properties of the various academic works they are acquainted with while they also examine the aesthetic properties of their authors. In this way, we form what I call “aesthetic communities of knowledge.”

To understand beauty, we must also elucidate its effects; we must examine its extraordinary virtues. All the qualities I have just mentioned make sense in the context of the humanities and social sciences, understood both as texts and as public performances or theater (through the role that academics play in public life). Philosophers of all different stripes have remarked upon this. For Aristotle, beauty provokes emotion. For Kant, it is a locus of the sublime, and facilitates moral elevation. For Benjamin, it stimulates a political education. For Santayana, it is a wellspring of pleasure. There are many examples of these different traits in scholarly work, whether that work occupies a major or a minor position in the history of knowledge. With Aristotle, many of these texts provoke powerful emotional reactions (in contrast to the sanitized images of bureaucratic pedantry that many people have of universities). With Kant and Benjamin, they often have moral and political functions: both students and professors are confronted with riddles and dilemmas, and academia represents one response to the broader demand for idealism. With Santayana, reading significant books or attending powerful lectures leaves a pleasurable imprint upon us. The books that change our lives are often texts we remember until the end of our days; with luck, they also erase our memories of the dull and turgid other texts—the ugly ones—we have also had to suffer through along the way.

In shifting the focus from theories of aesthetics to the aesthetic of theories, my work here also touches upon another question that has been prominent in both aesthetics and epistemology. This is the question of the distinction (or division) between knowledge, on the one hand, and taste, on the other. Many philosophers have considered this question. Kant’s distinction between theoretical judgments and judgments of taste is a common reference point in much of their work.16 My approach, though, is as distinct from Kant’s as it is from Humean subjectivism.17 I am keen to move beyond the “judgment of theory vs judgment of taste” dichotomy as well as the dichotomy of content vs form.

More recently, the philosopher C. Thi Nguyen has made the argument that “our aesthetic practices are a constructed shelter from science.”18 Poincaré and other mathematicians would almost certainly disagree with the premises of argument (i.e. the division between aesthetics and knowledge).19 Certainly, as compared with sciences and mathematics, philosophy and social sciences have different aesthetic features (echoing Russell, I believe purity is a major trait of beauty in mathematics that make this discipline very specific aesthetically). But I, too, would disagree with Nguyen’s rigid divide between art and (theoretical) reflection.20 In my view, thinking in general and academic life in particular should be a shelter for the aesthetic. This is as true for the humanities and social sciences as any other field.

John Dewey proposes that certain ideas have an “aesthetic character”—in other words, they are elegant.21 It is possible to identify the emotional effects of this elegance, and to inquire into what it is comprised of. What does the aesthetic tell us about knowledge? My central claim in this work is that beautiful thinking involves a just equilibrium between reason and enigma. These are the characteristics of the most admirable work that our professors and scholars-in-training are exposed to in their environments, especially universities, and they characterize the work these thinkers produce in their turn. Reason and enigma, moreover, echo in another dualism that becomes important in what follows: the dichotomy between clarity and opacity.


Reason and Enigma: F. Scott Fitzgerald Goes to College

When we reflect upon the sensitive and sensual experience of learning and knowing, we often remember particular encounters or journeys: those moments of happiness, however fleeting, as we lose ourselves in a book, or sit quietly amongst a library. We have in mind the atmosphere of some specific environments and many artists have offered creative representations of these experiences. Proust and Sartre are two famous French thinkers who have written at length about their discoveries of magic in words, texts, and reading. First, though, I want to consider the work of another sensitive soul—the influential American writer F. Scott Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald’s time at Princeton had a significant impact on his work; this is reflected in his debut novel, This Side of Paradise.22 The novel was published in 1920, and follows the story of a young man after he is admitted to that university. The young man, Amory Blaine, views his entry to the academic world as a real achievement, and his experiences at Princeton are portrayed as though, for him, they take place in another social universe—completely remote from his provisional, Midwestern upbringing. He and Fitzgerald share this background, along with their searches for grandeur and dazzlement. And the tension between reason and enigma plays a significant role in the unfolding of the novel.

Whether or not one “likes” the romanticism of This Side of Paradise, and whether it is viewed as a major or a minor entry in Fitzgerald’s oeuvre, is not my
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	27 Love and friendship is the subject of Allan Bloom’s last (posthumous) book. Allan Bloom, Love and Friendship (Simon & Schuster, 1993).

	28 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind (Simon & Schuster, 1987).

	29 Bellow, incidentally, wrote the foreword to The Closing of the American Mind.

	30 Disgrace is another of Coetzee’s novels with a university professor as its protagonist: that disturbing work was also made into a film.

	31 Amy Gutmann, ed., The Lives of Animals (Princeton University Press, 1999). The project was initiated by Gutmann, who at that time was a professor of political theory at Princeton University, and includes contributions from Marjorie Garber (professor of English literature at Harvard University), Peter Singer (the Princeton moral philosopher and animal rights advocate), Wendy Doniger (a Princeton professor of the history of religion), and Barbara Smuts (professor of psychology and anthropology at the University of Michigan).

	32 Nguyen, “Aesthetic Knowledge and Appreciation.”

	33 Daniel Barenboim and Edward Said, Parallels and Paradoxes: Explorations in Music and Society (Bloomsbury, 2004).

	34 Marielle Macé speaks of “forms of life.” My point here is different; for my part, scholarly ideas are embodied in choices, decisions, and what I might call “character development.” Marielle Macé, Styles: Critique de nos formes de vie (Gallimard, 2016).

	35 These styles are contextual, yet Hacking manages to avoid the trap of relativism. Ian Hacking, “Styles of Scientific Reasoning,” in Post-Analytic Philosophers, ed. J. Rajchman and Cornel West (Columbia University Press, 1985). Hacking echoes the German notion of Denkstil (literally, “style of thinking”) developed much earlier by the microbiologist Ludwik Fleck. See Robert S. Cohen and Thomas Schnelle, eds., Cognition and Fact: Materials on Ludwik Fleck (D. Reidel, 1986). Claus Zittel, “Ludwik Fleck and the Notion of Style in the Natural Sciences,” Studies in Eastern European Thought 64, no. 1/2 (2012): 53–79.

	36 J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Clarendon Press, 1962). See notably in this volume Chapter 6 on humor.

	37 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1949). Nguyen, Games: Agency as Art.

	38 For reference, the French term for the social sciences and humanities taken together is “sciences humaines”—that is, “human sciences.”

	39 Edward Morgen, The Aesthetics of International Law (Toronto University Press, 2017); Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). On history, White, and the linguistic turn, see Sabina Loriga and Jacques Revel, Une histoire inquiète: Les historiens et le tournant linguistique (Le Seuil, 2022). In the field of sociology: Robert Nisbet, Sociology as an Art Form (Transaction, 1976); Richard Swedberg, The Art of Social Theory (Princeton University Press, 2014). On creativity and the relation between art and knowledge: Richard Swedberg, ed., Theorizing in Social Science: The Context of Discovery (Stanford University Press, 2014); Jacques Bouveresse, Wittgenstein: La Rime et la raison. Science, éthique et esthétique (Minuit, 1973).

	40 Florian Pennanech, Poétique de la critique littéraire: De la critique comme littérature (Seuil, 2019).

	41 Helen Sword, Stylish Academic Writing (Harvard University Press, 2012); Helen Sword, Air & Light & Time & Space: How Successful Academics Write (Harvard University Press, 2017); Eric Hayot, The Elements of Academic Style: Writing for the Humanities (Columbia University Press, 2014). The classic, of course, is William Strunk and E. B. White, The Elements of Style (Pearson Longman, 1999). First published in 1918, in French, there is no shortage of manuals on the “proper use” of language, especially grammar—an influential one is Maurice Grevisse, Le Bon Usage, 12th ed. (Éditions Duculot, 1988).

	42 For more on this, see Chapters 7 and 8.

	43 One book stands out, and not just because of the irony of its title: Michael Billig, Learn to Write Badly: How to Succeed in the Social Sciences (Cambridge University Press, 2013).

	44 I am reminded here of Tom Baxter, the character in Woody Allen’s film The Purple Rose of Cairo (1985), who bursts off a movie screen into the life of one of the moviegoers, who promptly falls in love with him.
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