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Abstract:

Background:

According to the Latin poet Virgil, art is capable of revealing to us what no science can ever reveal to a human mind. The main thesis
of this paper is that art can play an extremely beneficial role in society as it can strongly foster humans’ efforts to attain a deeper and
broader comprehension of reality.

Objective:

The experience  of  art  can  provide  a  powerful  contribution  to  the  efforts  to  avoid  resorting  to  violence  and  to  address  conflicts
constructively.  Violence  or,  more  exactly,  unjustified  violence,  basically  rests  on  an  irrational  and  short-sighted  analysis  and
interpretation of reality.

Results:

The psychological processes relating to the aesthetic experience and to its connections with violence are described. It is also pointed
out that this theoretical perspective does not fully coincide with the theoretical theses underpinning art therapy. In fact, in this paper
art is not considered as a mere therapeutic instrument. Instead, an attempt has been made to consider art and our relationship with art
in their more complex and partly still unexplored aspects, where neither art or the individual is “at the service” of the other.

Conclusion:

Art can provide the possibility to experience a new dimension, where no power relations exist and where new ways of seeing and
feeling are made possible. It can hence foster the development of less primitive and richer personalities. In this way violence should
lose its raison d’être.  So it  appears that this theoretical approach might be particularly helpful in order to better understand and
countervail violence.

Keywords: Aesthetic experience, Art therapy, Artistic form, Freedom, Knowledge, Power relations, Society, Violence.

INTRODUCTION

The considerations I will present in this paper constitute the first stage of an exploratory study conducted on the
nature of the aesthetic experience and its connections with human attitudes and behavior. I will try to focus on the role
of art in society as a whole. This means I will not deal, for example, on its role and  function  in  the  context  of  special
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groups – for example therapeutic groups, as is the case with art therapy. In a way, my scope is broader.

I will analyze the role of art in society with particular reference to the problem of violence. In scientific literature,
this issue has sometimes been addressed from a specific point of view, namely the possibility of a correlation between
violent crimes and the experience of some particular kinds of art [1]. Here, my point of view is very different.

Elsewhere [2], I proposed a definition of violence which comprises both physical and psychological violence and
includes  behaviors,  thoughts,  and  emotions.  In  the  same  context,  I  also  underlined  the  complex  nature  of  the
phenomenon of violence and, similarly, the complex nature of “the various cognitive and emotional processes through
which the human mind should examine and evaluate it” (p. 11), which means that the complexity of these processes
“should be a requisite both of scientists and of lay people” (p. 11).

Robustelli [3] wrote that “in its deepest meaning violence is what limits freedom” (p. 96). This is a definition I
strongly support, provided that we clarify what we mean by “freedom.” In my view, as well as in Robustelli’s view as
far as we can infer from his writings, basically freedom represents humans’ capacity to be fully aware of and express
their cognitive and emotional potentialities. This is an important point, all the more that, later on, I will especially focus
on freedom as an inherent component of the aesthetic experience.

I am here using the term “violence” in its traditionally negative meaning, namely as “unjustified violence.” There
may be some extreme cases (e.g., if an adult is killing a child) where violence, aiming to defend someone, is arguably
justified.

Indeed, violence, or more exactly, unjustified violence, basically rests on an irrational and short-sighted analysis and
interpretation of reality [3 - 5]. Elsewhere, I analyzed the delicate relationship between complex thinking and attitudes
towards cultural diversity [6] just as the delicate relationship between complex thinking and empathy [7, 8]. The data
from our previous research indicate a positive connection between complex thinking and a deep interest in culturally
diverse people [6 - 8]. Our data also indicate that the deep interest is often accompanied by an empathic attitude toward
these people. Instead, a “mutilating” [9] (p. 57) and impoverished thought generally characterizes violent attitudes and
behaviour [10]. Our research findings show that youths’ racist attitudes are often characterized by “the poverty and
limitedness of their cognitive and emotional processes” [6] (p. 27).

In some previous papers [7, 8, 11 - 13] I referred to the role of art, with special emphasis on literature and music, in
fostering empathic attitudes towards individuals belonging to different cultures. Following are three quotes from three
papers:

[…] the role of literature, as well as of other kinds of artistic expression, in developing empathy can be
particularly notable […]. Literature allows deep ideas and emotions to be expressed and, hence, makes it
possible for the reader to participate in other human beings’ experiences, even if these human beings are
fictitious and belong to different cultures. As a result,  these characters in the stories become specific
individuals  with  their  own  stories  and  personalities,  empathy  is  promoted  and  the  tendency  to
homogeneity  diminishes1  [13]  (p.  257).

Through the experience of art people from all cultures can more easily and more deeply become aware of
a superordinate identity they belong to, which is constituted by their common fate as human beings and
by the common core of their psyche. This includes such universal feelings as hope, love, hate, suffering,
fear, regret, and peacefulness, while at the same time preserving the awareness of the salience of their
specific (e.g., cultural, psychological, etc.) subgroup identity. It is well known that during World War II,
the famous German song “Lili Marleen” was sung by soldiers from the armies of both fronts, as Stanley
Kramer showed in 1961 in his famous film “Judgment at Nuremberg” [12] (p. 308).

Although she belongs to a western cultural context, the South African writer Nadine Gordimer expressed
her commitment in her works to an empathic understanding between White culture and the other cultures
that are in conflict in her country. Her empathic attitude is especially notable because it is directed not
only  at  the  victims  but  also  at  the  Whites  who  committed  the  abuses  and  cruelties. Although her

1 The out-group homogeneity effect is the tendency to perceive more variability between members of one’s own group (the in-group) than between
members of a group that one is not a member of (the out-group) [14].
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condemnation of their crimes never falters,  she also expresses empathy for the White perpetrators of
countless  injustices,  the  torturers  responsible  for  atrocious  sufferings.  She  attempts  to  understand
empathically  the  psychological  roots  of  violence  [11]  (p.  195).

This is a view that psychological research has often embraced [15 - 17]. In this paper I aim to expand my previous
considerations, which mainly, though not wholly, focused on the content of the work of art, and to view the role of art
from a slightly different perspective. This perspective has especially to do with the aesthetic experience per se as well as
with the form, that is with the structure and texture of the work of art, and not with its mere content.

AN EXAMPLE OF ART THERAPY APPROACH IN CONNECTION WITH VIOLENCE

In order to provide a clearer view of my point of view, I will refer to a particular art therapy program, which is
illustrated by Awad Alyami,  one of  his  two co-founders [18] and which is  used in Saudi  Arabia with a  population
involved in terrorism-related activities.

I  will  quote a few phrases which are scattered in Alyami’s paper and which he uses in presenting the aims and
activities of the program, as these phrases can help elicit a useful discussion on some key issues regarding different and
at the same time complementary approaches aiming to countervail the problem of violence: “through a safe medium”
(p. 1), “art can offer balance” (p. 1), “[art can help participants] express their feelings and thoughts” (p. 1), “[art can
help them] address unconscious issues” (p. 2), “[one of the objectives of the program is] to help in the reconstruction of
misconceptions, aberrant thoughts, and misguided beliefs” (p. 2).

In the course of this paper, these phrases are discussed with brief comments on them.

The program illustrated by Alyami is based on art creation and, more specifically, on picture-making. Technique
instruction was provided to participants; all of them were ex-jihadists. The author stated that the results indicate that this
program is an efficacious instrument in combating terrorism.

The main concept underpinning this approach is the idea of art as instrumental to life that is in the service of life.
This perspective is also almost explicitly suggested in these lines:

And even though some subjects gained sufficient artistic skill to qualify them as artists, we aimed further
than just creating artists; we aimed to build personalities that respect humanity, human dignity and to be
a human being who can live peacefully with other people of different backgrounds and beliefs [18] (p.
5).

It  is  clear  that  in  this  perspective,  life  and  art  are  conceived  as  two distinct  entities,  one  (art)  at  the  service  of
(instrumental to) the other (life). We will later see how my perspective partly differs from Alyami’s.

It  goes  without  saying that  I  am not  arguing that  one  perspective  is  better  than  the  other.  Both  of  them can be
considered valid and, I would suggest, complementary.

As indicated by Alyami, who is also the supervisor of the art therapy staff at the MBNCCC (Mohammed Bib Nayer
Center for Counseling & Care) in Riyadh, the program at the MBNCCC addresses participants’ specific problems, such
as anger, aggressive tendencies, extreme ideas and beliefs, traumatic past events, and worries about one’s future. Also
some specific aims of the program are presented. For example, the principles of balance and rhythm, which may be
important  features  of  a  specific  painting  participants  and  the  art  therapist  are  making,  according  to  the  author  can
prompt a discussion on the importance of these components in life. More in general, subjects are encouraged “to react
through  art  to  express  any  unwanted  aggression”  (p.  5),  “to  be  soft  and  kind  to  people”  (p.  5),  so  as  to  become
individuals who, as said above, “respect humanity, human dignity and […] can live peacefully with other people of
different backgrounds and beliefs” (p. 5).

According to the author, these aims can be achieved also because participants can express their negative feelings
“through  a  safe  medium”  (p.  1),  that  is  through  artistic  expression.  I  will  later  argue  that  the  artistic  form  is
characterized by a total freedom. The nature of this freedom is such that it is “safe”. No harm can ensue either for the
person that produces the work of art and for the person that benefits from it.



Violence and Art The Open Psychology Journal , 2016, Volume 9   163

ART AS AN INTRINSIC AND INALIENABLE COMPONENT OF LIFE

In his Lectio Magistralis delivered on 27th March 2013 at the “Milano Bicocca University” in Milan, the Italian jazz
player Paolo Fresu [19] stated that art has a fundamental value as it is a language that “penetrates man and the world,
weaving the threads that interlace the deepest and most secret parts of ourselves, thus reversing the traditional concepts
of seeing and feeling” [19] (pp. 15-16).

In particular, he put forward three important arguments: a) we are witnessing the decline of man; b) this is because
we have lost “the thread that links the introspective part of ourselves” (p. 6) with that “society we belong to and which
seems to ignore us” (p. 6); c) in this context art can be the key “to re-read the world” (p. 6) and to look at this decline
“from another angle” (p. 6). In brief, his thought could be summarized in his words “[…] the world can be better if it is
inhabited by the sense of beauty” (p. 15). It is clear that we might easily replace “better” with “less violent”.

Though Fresu did not  develop his  perspective on the role of  art  in society within a precise socio-psychological
theoretical framework, his arguments are somewhat and partly akin to some of the arguments – especially those dealing
with  the  social  role  of  art  -  presented  by  Vygotsky  in  his  famous  work  “The  Psychology  of  Art”  [20],  where  he
illustrates his aesthetic theory, highlighting the essence and the aims of the artistic experience.

Thus, it can be useful to summarize some relevant points of his theory:

The object of the aesthetic experience, as well as of any critical examination of the work of art itself, is the form,a.
which is the artistic construction and texture of all the elements, including its content, that make up a work of
art.  These  elements  are  variously  and  reciprocally  organized  according  to  hierarchies  of  constructive
subordinations  and  connections.
It is just this form that produces the special emotion that we name “aesthetic”.b.
These various elements in their specific combinations functionally correspond to specific aesthetic experiences,c.
which can thus be reconstructed and identified.
Through art it is possible to find “an equilibrium between man and his world, in the most critical and importantd.
stages of his life” [20] (p. 259).
Art is “a method for building life” [20] (p. 259).e.

The following are some considerations I elaborated on the basis of Vygotksy’s aesthetic theory as well as of Jeanne
Hersch’s reflections on the interconnections between music and time [21]2:

It is clear that the above points d) and e) are especially close to Fresu’s beliefs on the role of art in society.1.
It is clear that, with respect to Alyami’s view, in both Fresu and Vygotsky’s perspectives the aim of art is more2.
“holistic”,  that  is  the  aesthetic  experience is  not  linked to  specific  objectives  (such as  addressing anger  and
aberrant thoughts), but to a more “general” transformation of the individual and of society. This transformation
seems to have many of the connotations of a “rebirth”.
It  is  also  clear  that,  in  Vygotsky’s  view,  art  and  life  inherently  belong  to  each  other.  As  I  said  above,  this3.
perspective partly contradicts Alyami’s choice in carrying out his art therapy program at the MBNCCC. In fact
he states that his aim is not principally to create artists but to foster the development of humane and respectful
personalities. So it seems that, in his view, art and life are somewhat separate entities and art is at a lower level
of importance with respect to life.
As Jeanne Hersch poignantly states, art is free and “nourishes our freedom” [21] (p. 80). The idea of freedom4.
that characterizes art seems to have been expressed also by Vygotsky through the concept of “nonmotivated”
[20] (p. 223). This means that, unlike what often happens in everyday life, the artistic experience per se is not
basically motivated by any “external” element. The motivation of the artistic experience comes from “internal,”
deep, and partly still “unexplored” elements that belong to the individual, to society, and in a way, to the whole
of reality.

ART AS A TRANSFORMING COMPONENT OF LIFE

When we say that art “nourishes our freedom”, here, as mentioned beforehand, the concept of freedom basically
refers  to  the  concrete  possibility  for  a  human  being  to become profoundly aware of and to aptly express all her/his

2 Though Hersch’s reflections focus strictly on music, I will draw on them in my attempt to identify and analyze the main components of the aesthetic
experience. It is a fact that I believe that most of her considerations can be applied to any form of artistic expression.



164   The Open Psychology Journal , 2016, Volume 9 Camilla Pagani

affective and cognitive potentialities. Thus, if this is so, art can help the individual, groups and society at large to attain
a subtler, deeper, and broader knowledge of themselves and of reality in general. Accordingly, art can bring forth a
greater awareness of the complexity of individuals, situations, thoughts, emotions, and reality in general. It will then be
easier to reduce or avoid unjustified violence, which, as I said above, mainly consists in an irrational and short-sighted
analysis and interpretation of reality. It  will also be easier to opt for more reasonable, constructive, and benevolent
strategies when conflicts arise.

Therefore, we might also say that “art nourishes our knowledge.” For example, Collingwood [22, 23] maintains that
art is expressive imagination. Through imagination, which especially is the realization that a particular emotion (for
example, anger) has been transformed by consciousness, our emotions change (for example, we become less violent).
Hence, it appears that this transformation of emotions through imagination, which also corresponds to the faculty of
conscious attention, is basically linked to the development of self-consciousness. In connection with this, as we will see
later on, we can also possibly claim that art can provide the possibility to experience a new dimension, in which, as
suggested by Fresu and by Lee, new ways of “seeing and feeling” [19] (p. 16) or “leaps of imagination” [4] (p. 156) are
made possible. Moreover, in the aesthetic experience, freedom and knowledge are inextricably woven into pleasure, so
that  they  actually  fuel  one  another.  It  is  a  kind  of  freedom,  knowledge  and  pleasure  that  people  do  not  usually
experience in other contexts, except possibly in situations of deep understanding and affection in their relations with
other individuals, themselves, nature, or with reality in general.

The idea of freedom and the idea of pleasure are clearly reminiscent of Kant’s focus on freedom in the aesthetic
experience  and  on  the  disinterested  pleasure  connected  with  it  [24].  Interestingly,  Kant  also  believed  that
disinterestedness is a quality that aesthetic pleasure shares with moral judgment. Here, obviously, the aesthetic pleasure
differs from the pleasure we may obtain from a sensuous and pragmatic enjoyment. Kant also claimed that this pleasure,
namely the taste of the beautiful, is universal, because beauty is inherent to the thing that produced the experience of
beauty.  Besides,  through this  experience,  the individual  is  connected with “the real  existence” of the thing itself:  a
deeper and new kind of knowledge through which also self-awareness is bolstered.

I would also like to put forth another important point. I argue that, while in this dimension, new ways of “seeing and
feeling” [19] (p. 16) and “leaps of imagination” [4] (p. 156) are made possible, here no violence is possible, especially
because in this dimension, power relationships do not exist.

It is a fact that in our past and present societies, a competitive life pattern and, consequently, power relationships
have permeated human lives very often [6, 12, 25 - 30]. It is also a fact that power relationships are at the basis of
aggressive attitudes and behavior [25, 30]. I have already mentioned freedom, as one of the basic components of the
aesthetic experience. In the aesthetic experience, freedom is basically related to the absence of the limitations imposed
by unnecessary and noxious power relations. In this context, emotions and thoughts are experienced, expressed, and
analysed per se, in all their various facets and complexities. Here, the absence of concern for power relations produces a
unique and precious outcome:  the mind is  more free,  so that  knowledge,  and awareness  in  particular,  are  naturally
expanded and enriched. Consequently, aggression and violence, which – as I said above – are basically at the roots of
power relations, naturally lose their raison d’être.

This particular dimension, which Hersch defines “a miniature of eternity” [21] (p. 90), thus implicitly underlying its
difference  from  what  usually  characterizes  the  most  frequent  experiences  in  everyday  life,  corresponds  to  “those
wondrous places of the soul” [19] (p. 18) which Fresu envisaged as the main destination of the aesthetic experience
connected with music.

In these “wondrous places of the soul”, there is no place for violence because here human beings can freely and
deeply  communicate  with  each  other  and  with  the  rest  of  reality,  a  situation  that  also  corresponds  to  the  “inner
experience of heightened life that comes from having meaning”, described by Lee [4] (p. 154).

Finally, I would like to go back once more to Vygotsky’s position about the unique role played by the form in the
aesthetic experience. As I said above, he is extremely clear and poignant on this point, which is the foundation of his
aesthetic theory. He is so clear and poignant as to include in “The Psychology of Art”, and thoroughly analyse as an
exemplar, a short story by Bunin entitled “Gentle Breath”.

The  content  of  the  story,  its  “anatomy” or  “disposition”,  as  Vygotsky also  refers  to  it,  falls  under  the  category
“troubles of life” [20] (p. 152) or life’s “turbid waters” [20] (p. 154). But - he writes - “Surprisingly […] the effect of
the story, as a whole, is somewhat different.” [20] (p. 154) Indeed, “the complex structural curve of reality” [20] (p.
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154), which is the form, as opposed to the “straight line of reality” [20] (p. 154), which is the material of the story taken
per  se,  is  its  “light  breath”  and  “life’s  turbidity”  is  transformed into  a  “crystal  transparency.”  [20]  (p.  154).  So,  in
Vygotsky’s view, the artistic form produces a transformation of reality or, more exactly, creates a new reality where no
one can do or be exposed to any real harm. So he writes:

The words of a story or verse carry its meaning (the water), whereas the composition creates another
meaning for the words, transposes everything onto a completely different level, and transforms the whole
into wine. Thus, the banal tale of a frivolous provincial schoolgirl is transformed into the gentle breath of
Bunin’s short story [20] (pp. 154-155).

Vygotsky’s considerations are also reminiscent of Clive Bell’s [31] ideas on the essence of the aesthetic experience,
which he deemed to be rooted in a special quality of the work of art, namely in its “significant form” (p. 8). This quality
only pertains to the world of art, and it is this quality that differentiates the realm of art from the realm of life (the form
as opposed to “the straight line of reality”, in Vygotsky’s enunciation). Interestingly Bell also, like Kant, identifies the
aesthetic experience of “the rightness” (p. 26) of the forms of a work of art with a pure intellectual experience. Bell also
seems to tinge art with a deep moral meaning, by stating that “art might prove the world’s salvation” (p. 35).

CONCLUSION: ART AS A “ LANGUAGE FOR LIFE”

In her speech, delivered in 1999 at the University of Bologna, when she received an honorary doctorate from this
university [32], Pina Bausch said that in the artistic creation we have to find a language able to communicate something
that  has  always  existed  in  ourselves.  She also  said  that  this  “something” is  a  very  precise  knowledge (“indeed our
sentiments” - she said – “are very precise”), which everybody possesses, and that dance, music, etc.  are very exact
languages, through which we can communicate this knowledge. She added that this has to do with life, and so, what has
to be done is to find a language for life.

There are two important points in Pina Bausch’s words that are particularly relevant here. One is obviously the
inextricable  interconnection  of  life  and  art,  a  perspective  I  have  already  examined  in  this  paper.  The  other  is  her
reference  to  a  knowledge  that  we  have  always  possessed.  This  remark  brings  us  back  to  those  worlds  of  our
consciousness – the subconscious and the unconscious, but also, possibly, the still unexplored domains of extended
consciousness  [33]  – where it  is  difficult  to  enter  but  which constitute  (or  might  constitute  in  the case of  extended
consciousness) an enormous reservoir of knowledge and experience. Art can help us bring them to life again. Thus, it
can foster the development of less primitive, richer, fuller, more complete and complex personalities. In this way, as I
said above, violence should automatically vanish and lose its raison d’être.

So it appears that pleasure, knowledge, and morals are all essential constituents of the aesthetic experience.

Vygotsky uses a metaphorical image - the image of wine - to describe the new reality created by the artistic form,
which completely transforms what might have just been the banal description in the crime news of a newspaper of the
murder of a provincial schoolgirl. Instead, through the artistic form, the story becomes unique, all the characters are
equally important, meaningful, necessary, and practically “immortal”, and the reader can, in a way, come into contact
with a sort of transcendence. This is an experience that can certainly shed much light in the visions and perspectives of
our everyday lives.

So it appears that art can teach us to live. And art might be even better than science at this job, as the Latin poet
Virgil wrote that art is capable of revealing to us what no science can ever reveal to a human mind.
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