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SPECIAL THEME

Russell Pryba

Ars Erotica and Ars Gastronomicain Shusterman’s
Somaesthetics

Abstract This paper explores the roles of the erotic and gastronomic arts in
Richard Shusterman’s somaesthetics. By discussing the relationship between moral
education and the cultivation of gustatory taste in classical Chinese philosophy,
this paper suggests future avenues of research for somaesthetics that draw on the
rich tradition of thinking about food and the body in Chinese philosophy.
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1 Introduction

When Richard Shusterman delivered the first lectures proposing the discipline of
somaesthetics in the late 1990s, the initial audience responses focused primarily
on two distinct, albeit related, aspects of human embodiment: sex and eating.
Interestingly, both the erotic and the gustatory shared the (dubious) status as
ancillary to the canonical concerns of philosophy due to their close affinity with
merely animal pleasures (both are directly opposed to, and often capable of
overpowering the supposed uniquely human faculty of rationality). As a result, in
the Western tradition at least, if they were addressed by philosophy at all it was
as instances of irrational appetites that could be properly controlled by the pursuit
of a philosophical life, rather than as subjects for philosophical reflection which
could deepen and enliven the most basic aspects of human experience. The
traditional philosophical neglect of the erotic and culinary arts made the audience
reaction to Shusterman’s new discipline of somaesthetics all the more
interesting—as if now, finally, philosophy had abandoned its insistence that these
were not legitimate topics for philosophical inquiry. Yet, rather than embracing
the topics of the erotic and the gustatory, perhaps due to a lingering deference to
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this philosophical inheritance and the desire to legitimate a new sub-discipline of
philosophy, the initial formulation of somaesthetics avoided directly treating the
obvious topics of ars erotica and the gastronomic arts in favor of a less
controversial theoretical approach. It is a welcome sign of the maturation and
acceptance of somaesthetics as a discipline that, 15 years later, having provided a
theoretical grounding for somaesthetics that draws on the resources of
Anglo-American, Continental and Eastern traditions in philosophy, Richard
Shusterman has turned the gaze of somaesthetics to these two most fundamental
of human bodily pleasures—the pleasures of sex and the pleasures of the table.

Shusterman’s fuller treatment of the erotic arts began in earnest in Body
Consciousness, with his discussion of Foucault’s criticism of hetero-normative
sexual practice. However, noting the limitations of this particular approach to
thinking about sexual pleasure, the more recent Thinking Through the Body
provides a discussion of ars erotica on the basis of ancient Indian and Chinese
texts. For that reason, I shall focus more narrowly on that volume. Shusterman’s
discussion of the gastronomic arts is much more recent, and as such is limited
thus far to the forthcoming essay “Somaesthetics and the Fine Art of Eating.” In
this essay, I hope to contribute to the emerging debate concerning how
somaesthetics, and by extension philosophy more generally, can best incorporate
sexual and gustatory pleasures into both a theoretical framework that takes the
entirety of human bodily experience as a proper object for philosophical
reflection, and which also regards the sites of bodily experience as opportunities
to engage in the meliorative practice of creative self-fashioning that is at the
heart of the project of somaesthetics. To that end, I shall first illustrate some
interesting points of convergence in Shusterman’s treatment of ars erotica and
ars gastronomica. Subsequently, I shall provide some suggestions for the
direction in which the somaesthetics of food and eating might turn by drawing on
the rich discourse on food and eating in the Chinese philosophical tradition. Just
as Shusterman’s incorporation of ars erotica into somaesthetics was enriched by
drawing on both Western and Eastern philosophical traditions, gastronomical
aesthetics finds its earliest and most compelling expression in Eastern,
particularly Chinese, thought. Given that the conceptual resources for
investigating sexual and gastronomic pleasures are much richer in non-Western
traditions, the question arises as to whether the contributions that somaesthetics
can make to these areas of discourse are best understood as emerging from, and
responding to, Asian philosophy?

2 Ars Erotica in Thinking Through the Body

It is clear that the acts of eating and of lovemaking are essentially somatic
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exercises. Further, both can be thought of as breaking down the traditional
subject/object dichotomy that lies at the heart of much of Western philosophy. In
both instances, the object of pleasure, rather than being irrevocably external to
the body, is spatially incorporated into the body (understood as the subject of
pleasure) in a transactional exchange that can in both instances be rightly
described as one of consummation. Rather than providing a justification for the
non-aesthetic character of both sexual and gustatory pleasure, the
interdependence of the aesthetic object with the perceiving subject who receives
this pleasure in both cases points to the unique ways in which traditional Western
notions of aesthetic experience fail to capture the aesthetic dimensions of the
body conceived of as the site of physical pleasure. This deficiency in turn
prevents understanding the acts of eating and sex as being incorporated into the
central philosophical projects of self-formation and self-knowledge. As
Shusterman puts it in Thinking Through the Body, referring particularly to the
place of lovemaking in the art of living:

When studied and practiced with careful mindfulness and sensitivity as part of
one’s project of melioristic self-cultivation, the art of lovemaking can bring
rewarding cognitive, ethical and interpersonal improvements that transcend the
limits of momentary sexual pleasure, thus promoting the somaesthetic projects
of augmenting our perceptual and performative powers and enriching our work
of self-creation. (Shusterman 2012, 21)

The first thing to note about this instructive passage is that the act of making love
construed aesthetically extends beyond fleeting, merely physical pleasure, to
incorporate cognitive and ethical elements. It is this facet of our sexual lives that
is directly tied to the process of creative self-fashioning. Those who merely
engage in sexual acts for the transitory moments of physical sexual pleasure are
not only conceptually impoverished (in that they cannot understand the act of sex
in any other than purely physical terms) but also somatically impoverished. The
second important point to be gleaned from this passage is that with no other
alterations, “the act of lovemaking” and “sexual pleasure” can be replaced with
“the act of eating” and “gustatory pleasure” respectively, making clear the
attitude of somaesthetics toward food and eating as well. The acts of lovemaking
and eating are not united in the somaesthetic project merely negatively, that is, as
aspects of human living in need of philosophical rehabilitation by somaesthetics
due to their shared position in the history of (Western) philosophy. Rather, the
two are connected because their cultivation intrinsically speaks to the central
project of somaesthetics. That these two types of acts may contribute differently
to the task of enriching human experience due to their necessary differences is
not in dispute. That they both are capable of contributing to the task of making
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the pleasures of human life more deeply and intensely felt, and both point to the
connection of the proper cultivation of bodily pleasures with ethical, aesthetic
and epistemic improvement, are basic similarities between erotic and gustatory
pleasure to which Shusterman rightly draws attention.

I shall return shortly to the idea that the art of eating in particular is connected
to ethical knowledge in the Chinese philosophical tradition. However, before
offering a discussion of the ways in which classical Chinese philosophy reflects
the basic orientation of somaesthetics to the art of eating, I shall first discuss
another similarity between sexual and gustatory pleasure in Eastern traditions of
thought—that they are both instrumentally related to health—and show how
Shusterman deflects the idea that this is a reason why they cannot have an
aesthetic character.

Shusterman rightly rejects the idea that because sex and eating are commonly
understood functionally, either instrumentally oriented towards reproduction or
nourishment, that they therefore both lack an aesthetic dimension. Shusterman
poses the question thus: “If the classical Chinese erotic arts were largely aimed at
promoting practical matters such as health, does it then follow that we cannot
speak of them as having aesthetic character?” (Shusterman 2012, 275) Rather
than following the traditional Western dogma that the aesthetic is by definition
contrary to functionality, and that the characteristic property of aesthetic
experience is disinterestedness, Shusterman emphasizes that aesthetic
appreciation can be enriched by paying attention to the ways in which
functionality aids in the aesthetic enjoyment of an object or activity. Following
Dewey, and illustrating the fact that somaesthetics at least partially emerged from
the tradition of Pragmatist Aesthetics, Shusterman notes that: “intrinsic value is
not inconsistent with instrumental value. We can appreciate the the intrinsic taste
of a meal we are eating even if we know that the meal is also nourishing us;
likewise, our intrinsic enjoyment of good sex is no less knowing that it is also
good for us” (Shusterman 2012, 275). This passage is important for at least two
reasons. First, it should be noted that Shusterman is drawing on the parallels
between sex and eating in rejecting the rigid dichotomy between intrinsic and
instrumental value. Even before Shusterman explicitly turned the attention of
somaesthetics to gustatory pleasure, it is clear that his discussion of ars erotica is
directly relevant to similar inquiries regarding food and eating. Second, and
perhaps more important for understanding the overall meliorative orientation of
somaesthetics, rejecting the intrinsic/instrumental distinction as it pertains to
aesthetic value opens up the possibility of somatic education and self-
improvement. Understanding that a meal is nourishing does not limit the
possibility of our aesthetic enjoyment of taste; rather it enriches this enjoyment
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with our knowledge that the intrinsic taste of the food has reference to a value
that extends beyond the mere intrinsic gustatory properties of a meal itself. Note
that this point can provide a powerful tool for self-improvement when viewed
from the opposite direction. Knowing that a particularly delicious meal, or a
particularly indulgent sexual pleasure, might negatively impact our health can
dampen the pleasure provided by the object or act and thus can serve as a
powerful tool for somatic education that would not be as discernible were we to
cling to the claim that the instrumental value of sex or food must be distinct from
their intrinsic enjoyment.

Shusterman concludes his discussion of ars erotica in Thinking Through the
Body by summarizing the ways in which the erotic arts contribute to the
education and improvement of the soma as a living body which serves as the site
of aesthetic enjoyment. “Ars erotica—with its cultivation of sensory perception,
sensuous mastery, psychological insight, ethical sensibility, and artistic and
cognitive skills—can surely be recommended somaesthetically for its wide-
ranging values of edification” (Shusterman 2012, 287). While it cannot be
doubted that the same can be said of the gastronomic arts, the field of
somaesthetics still lacks a comparably detailed account of the ways in which the
art of eating contributes to the education and improvement of the soma.
Therefore, in the remaining part of this essay I shall provide a preliminary sketch
of the ways in which the art of eating can be instructively incorporated into the
field of somaesthetics by drawing on Shusterman’s recent essay on that topic, as
well as on sources from classical Chinese philosophy that are more congenial to
philosophical reflection on the topic of eating than their Western counterparts.
Before turning to Shusterman’s recent discussion of the art of eating however, 1
shall first provide a discussion of the attitude of classical Chinese philosophy to
cooking, eating, and morality.

3 Cooking and Eating in Classical Chinese Philosophy

In order to see how Chinese philosophy provides a more compelling foundation
than Western philosophy for the philosophy of food, and by extension for
somaesthetic inquiry into the art of eating, it is instructive to compare the
comments on eating of the two central figures from each tradition—Plato and
Confucius. For Plato, cookery is essentially a knack, rather than a craft. This is so
because, unlike the craft of medicine with which it is often confused, cookery
“guesses at what’s pleasant with no consideration for what’s best” (Gorgias
465a). Eating, then, through aiming at what is merely pleasant to the diner,
actually precludes the eater from attaining knowledge about what foods are best
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to eat, and by extension prevents her from learning about what constitutes the
morally good life.! In contrast, the Confucian tradition recognizes the role that
cookery, and the cultivation of the soma to perceive harmonious elements of a
meal, has in moral education. Take, for example, the description of Confucius’s
dining habits from the Analects 10.8.

He did not eat rice that had gone sour or fish and meat that had spoiled. He did
not eat food that had gone off colour or food that had a bad smell. He did not
eat food that was not properly prepared nor did he eat except at proper times.
He did not eat food that had not been properly cut up, nor did he eat unless the
proper sauce was available. (Lau 1979, 103)

Rather than providing a portrait of Confucius as the quintessential picky eater or
a fastidious gourmet, this passage points to how in the Confucian tradition the
moral character of an individual, and his or her ability to follow the dictates of
ritual propriety (/i) are exemplified by the way in which he or she eats. By not
eating food that is ill prepared, spoiled, or out of season, one not only shows that
they are conversant with what is appropriate (y7) but also that their person has
been sufficiently cultivated as to not desire or indulge in things that are contrary
with the order of Heaven. Further, in Warring States and Han China the act of
cooking itself was often tied to the idea of moral education, and served as a
metaphor for proper rulership. Thus, cooking for a ruler not only nourished his
body, but, by also providing an example of harmony in the medium of flavor,
was instructive for how a ruler should properly harmonize society. As Roel
Sterckx has put the point:

Catering for the ruler was in essence a moral act as it sustained body and mind
of the fountainhead of political power. Furthermore, a correct understanding of
flavour resulted in a moral potency for government that resulted from a
balanced psycho-somatic nourishment. The cook did to ingredients what a
ruler did to his populace; he neutralized individual flavours for the benefit of a
harmonious mixture, thus manipulating and guiding individual parts into a
harmonious whole. (Sterckx 2006, 22)

As opposed to the Platonic insistence that cookery is an impediment to moral
cultivation and thereby proper governance, the classical Chinese tradition
emphasizes how the cultivation of gustatory taste, through exposure to the
properly harmonized five flavors, plays an important role in the self-cultivation
of the individual as well as in the proper ordering of the kingdom. Thus,

' For a more detailed account of Plato’s attitude toward food and cooking see Pryba (2012).



198 Russell Pryba

Confucius’s insistence on eating only when the proper sauce was available
signals his understanding of the larger meaning that cooking and eating has for
living a well ordered life and cultivating moral character. Further, as Sterckx
points out, the Chinese understanding of cooking and eating as moral acts relies
on a harmonious understanding of the relationship between body and mind.
Cooking and eating can be seen as instrumental to moral cultivation and
education because there is no rigid dichotomy that separates the body, as the site
of gustation, and the mind, as the locus of the moral self. It should be obvious
why the Platonic tradition, with its insistence on mind/body dualism, would
come to a contrary conclusion regarding the relationship between the art of
eating and morality. Clearly, the Chinese tradition is more in keeping with
somaesthetics’ emphasis on the integration of the body and mind and on how
cultivating the perceptual abilities of the soma affects the moral and aesthetic
education of the individual. As Shusterman and others continue to discuss
somaesthetics and the art of eating, it is clear that the classical Chinese
philosophical tradition will provides a wealth of insight and support that is
conspicuously absent in Western philosophy. As Sterckx points out, “in the
Confucian perspective nourishing the body was seen as a form of moral
nourishment” (Shusterman 2012, 35). On this, Confucianism and somaesthetics
can readily agree.

4 Shusterman on the Art of Eating

Having outlined how Shusterman’s discussion of ars erotica in Thinking Through
the Body has parallels with the art of eating, and having presented the ways in
which the Chinese philosophical tradition offers important insights regarding the
relationship between cooking, eating and self-cultivation that are congenial to the
project of somaesthetics, it remains to discuss how Shusterman has developed the
discussion of gustatory aesthetics within the discipline of somaesthetics. While
Shusterman has yet to draw on classical Chinese sources regarding eating to the
extent that he has in his discussion of sex, his discussion of the art of eating does
incorporate insights from Eastern philosophy, especially from his experience
with Japanese Zen Buddhism. It is important to note here that in “Somaesthetics
and the Fine Art of Eating” Shusterman defines the art of eating in a narrow,
restricted sense. Rather than focusing on the preparation of food and drink, or on
the intrinsic properties of food and drink themselves (which is the focus of the
majority of current food criticism), Shusterman is concerned with the “various
processes and considerations involved in actually ingesting food or drink into
one’s body” (Shusterman 2015, forthcoming). This is not to preclude the
possibility that a fully articulated gastronomical aesthetics will include all three
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aspects of the art of eating that Shusterman identifies, but only signals that his
focus at the current moment is on a more restricted sense of the art of eating. In
this sense, eating aesthetically moves “beyond making good food choices and
combinations” to an experience of eating where “knowledge of food and
sensitive tasting is translated into an art of eating focused also on the aesthetic
elements and qualities of the experience of ingesting food” (Shusterman 2015,
forthcoming). As such, Shusterman is primarily concerned with aspects of eating
that are often neglected in the emerging philosophical literature on the subject:
posture, chewing, the internal and external movements involved in eating,
accessories or implements of eating and sensorimotor perceptions. That these are
important and often neglected aspects of the act and art of eating is clear.
Shusterman also makes it clear that food preparation and food appreciation and
criticism (the two other elements of the art or eating identified by Shusterman
broadly construed) both inform, and are informed by, the art of eating understood
in this restricted sense. That these three dimensions of gastronomical aesthetics
are intimately intertwined is made apparent by examining Shusterman’s
discussion of his personal experience of eating in a Japanese Zen Dojo.

Examining Shusterman’s first person account of learning the art of mindful
eating in the context of a Zen Dojo is telling, in that it captures many of the
themes and categories that comprise his analysis of the art of eating more
generally. Shusterman recounts that:

[...] The heightened attention to my actions of eating magnified the aesthetic
satisfactions derivedfrom those actions, including those shared, reflective
pleasures of reciprocal aesthetic recognition from appreciative fellow diners.
With skillfully focused purpose, my consciousness would smoothly shift its
attention from the clump of sticky rice, fermented soy beans, and pickled
daikon held on the tips of my chopsticks to the opening of my mouth, while
appreciating the trajectory of movement to bring the food there; it would then
move to the diverse sensory perceptions of tasting and chewing the food (such
as reflectively savoring the contrast of the tart crunchy pickle, the soft bland
rice, and the squashy pungent beans), before turning, with similarly heightened
awareness, to the tactile and proprioceptive feelings of swallowing.
(Shusterman 2015, forthcoming)

Extending beyond the mere exercise of gustatory taste, eating aesthetically as
Shusterman describes it is magnified by the appreciation of the somatic elements
that combine with taste to comprise the totality of the act of eating mindfully.
However, Shusterman’s evocative description of eating the simple meal provided
at the Dojo also highlights how the art of eating understood narrowly to focus on
the series of acts which comprise the ingestion of food also serves to draw
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greater attention to the aesthetic qualities of food objects themselves. Rather than
focusing on the cultivation and refinement of the acts that comprise the ingestion
of food at the expense of the appreciation of the food objects themselves,
Shusterman’s approach to the art of eating highlights the transactional exchange
between subject and object that is involved in the art of eating. Since eating is
essentially transactional, mindful attention paid to internal and external bodily
movements, accessories of eating, and posture will necessarily bring a
heightened awareness to the food object itself as well. One cannot trace the
bodily movements that bring food to one’s mouth, or focus attentively on the way
that food is gripped by the tips of a pair of chopsticks, without likewise following
the performative trajectory of eating to an increased appreciation of what one
eats. The same movements performed without the presence of the food itself, in
some simulation of the act of eating, could not issue in the same aesthetic
satisfaction because those movements derive their aesthetic character from being
intimately linked in a means-ends relationship that suffuses the entirety of the
performative process at each of its successive stages.

Therefore, how Shusterman will connect his discussion of the art of eating
understood primarily as the process of ingestion with the broader cultural, social,
and ethical meanings that food embodies remains a vitally important question if
somaesthetics is to deal comprehensively with the full range and scope of
gustatory aesthetics. It is my hope that in this essay I have preliminarily pointed
to some of the ways in which classical Chinese philosophy might prove helpful
in fully articulating a gustatory aesthetic within the context of somaesthetics.
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