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Introduction

Wolfgang Welsch’s argument that the academic discipline of aesthetics should be based
on the concept of aisthesis, whereby the field of inquiry would include broader issues - such as
everyday life, science, politics, arts and ethics - is already well-known [1]. One of the propo-
sitions of his theory to broaden the scope of aesthetic inquiry beyond the conventional art to
include aspects of daily life has led, he posits, to the “aestheticization” of daily life. Welsch
focused on sport as a specific case study of this in a paper he presented titled, “Sport - Viewed
Aesthetically, and Even as Art?”[2] at the 14th International Congress of Aesthetics held in
Ljubljana, Slovenia.

Welsch sees sport as a primary example of today’s aestheticization of daily life. During
the process of formulating his argument, he came up against the problem of whether sport
ought to be considered as art or not. At first he dismissed the claim that sport should be
viewed as art, even though modern sport certainly has aesthetic attributes. However, he
found that he was having surprising difficulty explaining why sport should not be viewed as
art. This can be seen as an indication of how precarious our common sense understanding of
aesthetics has become. In the end, Welsch concluded that sport, indeed, should be viewed as
art and explains the reasons why in his paper.

Welsch’s interest, rather than in sport itself, is in what he calls “Aesthetics beyond
Aesthetics,[3]” which is nothing less than the transformation of the field of aesthetics. Why
does Welsch use sport in the context of the transformation going on in aesthetics? And, what
is motivating his idea to view sport as art? And, was Welsch’s argument successful? The
purpose of this paper is to examine the problems inherent to Welsch’s argument and to then
present an aspect of the transformation we are seeing in aesthetics today [4].

In section 1, I examine Welsch’s “aestheticization,” which was the theme of the symposium
where he delivered the paper. Then I take a look at the position of sport as a theme for
approaching the issue. In section 2, in order to make clear that Welsch is not the first philoso-
pher to view sport as art, I will discuss the background of the “sport as art” argument. In
section 3, I point out a vacillation in the concept of art as seen in Welsch’s discussion of sport as
art. Finally, in the last section, I will discuss the significance of Welsch’s aesthetics of sport,
including this vacillation in the concept of art, and examine the transformation we see today in
aesthetics - which becomes clear when understood from within the context of contemporary
trends in aesthetics.
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1. The Issue of “Aestheticization” and Sport as a Theme

Welsch delivered his paper at a symposium held on the theme of “aestheticization,”
during the 14th International Congress of Aesthetics. What was his reason for choosing sport?
And, how is aestheticization related to sport? Welsch explains that sport can be seen as an
outstanding example of today’s aestheticization. Therefore, he uses sport as a kind of case
study for exploring the more complicated theme of aestheticization [5].

What does Welsch say about aestheticization? In another paper [6], he describes today’s
aestheticization as having two aspects, which he calls “surface aestheticization” and “deep-
seated aestheticization.” Welsch describes our contemporary condition whereby everything is
undergoing a prettification. This superficial aestheticization is not only concerned with the
beautification and stylizing of our urban spaces and individual life styles, but Welsch also sees
“experience” as becoming a keyword in this; so that in the process of enhancement and pretti-
fication, our daily lives are now designed to be an “active experience,” in which experience and
entertainment form the framework of our contemporary culture. In addition to this super-
ficial aestheticization, he also points to a deeper aestheticization. This deeper aestheticization
pertains to today’s issues of technology and the media and represents a conscious or “epis-
temological aestheticization,” whereby reality for us becomes a virtual reality in which things
are aesthetically modeled [7].

Can this picture of aestheticization be reconciled with a view in which sport can be held
up as an outstanding example of the aestheticization process of today?

In the past, Welsch says, sport was praised as demonstrating and realizing the domination
of the body by the mind, and sport was a kind of profane triumph of the metaphysical
conception. Hegel, for example, admired the ancient Olympic Games for being a display of
freedom in transforming the body into an “organ of the sprit [8].” In modern times, an ethical
view was taken so that sport was praised for its benefits toward self-control and enhanced
productivity, and was seen as a means for building character. Welsch sees that such ideologies
are mainly absent from today’s sport and that there has been a definite shift from ethics to
aesthetics. As examples, Welsch points out the highly aestheticized styles of sports clothing;
the aesthetic elements of performance; a new direction from the control over the body turned
into a celebration of the body. Finally, Welsch points to the erotic elements of sport which
show the way in which sport is no longer governed by ascetic, discipline/training models [9].

Taking the above description of the way modern sport is conceived and linking it to that
of modern aestheticization as argued by Welsch, can we then say that aestheticization has
developed to move beyond the conventional art to include everyday phenomena, such as
sport? The above descriptions of sport only make the claim that sport is aesthetic, which is a
claim that has been repeated numerous times up till today (including that of Riefenstahl’s Fest
der Schinheit about half of a century ago[10]). It is not that sport is only now being considered
as having undergone an aestheticization, but rather that this has not been sufficiently
discussed in the field of aesthetics till now.

Moving beyond Welsch’s “surface aestheticization,” what about what he calls a “deep-
seated aestheticization”? Bringing up Finland’s gold medal-winning cross-country skier, Mika
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Myllyld, Welsch discusses the recent phenomenon where top athletes are turning away from
scientific training, instead putting stress on their own knowledge and feelings which are
concerned with “listening to the body.” Welsch sees this as being connected with the contem-
porary trend that stresses the aesthetic aspects of sport, such as admiration and emancipation
of the body [11].

However, it is this admiration and emancipation of the body that serves as the underlying
ideology justifying modern sport. Indeed, with today’s state-of-the-art scientific research and
technology, top-level marathons, for example, are turning into competitions of raised hemo-
globin levels in the blood or for judging which athletes are better at controlling their brains
(where in the past it was brains which were meant to control body). We are even seeing DNA
manipulation being discussed in top-level sports [12]. These kinds of issues should be seen as
examples of the “deep-seated aestheticization” that Welsch is positing as virtualization of
reality.

Aestheticization is defined as that which has become aesthetic. Hence, the moment we
consider aestheticization, the concept of the aesthetic becomes an issue. Welsch too must ad-
dress this issue and in his paper discusses the semantic aspects of the aesthetic [13]. Among
them, Welsch discusses the term aisthesis. Considering the relationships between the con-
cepts: aesthetic, aisthesis, and aesthetics, Welsch refers to aesthetics as the “science of sensitive
cognition,” as propounded by Baumgarten. One of the main points of Welsch’s discussion is
that when the study of aesthetics is taken to be that which is concerned with aisthesis, then it
follows that the target objects should not be limited to the so-called conventional art.
Particularly conscious of German academism, he says: “There are no good reasons for it
[aesthetics] to restrict itself to artistics. One may, of course, do this in one’s own research - just
as other aestheticians may primarily refer to non-artistic aspects. But as a discipline aesthetics
should comprehend the full range of such endeavours [14].”

If we only consider the paper Welsch presented at the International Congress, it is clear, I
think, that he is not making an argument for sport being an exemplary model of aestheticiza-
tion, but rather that he is using sport to show the manner in which aesthetics - when it is taken
to include aisthesis - should not be limited to the study of art. Sport, while having some similar
attributes to art, has long been treated outside the realm of aesthetics, and it is precisely this
position that Welsch seeks to explore.

2. Background of the “Sport as Art” Argument

Why does Welsch, who seeks to broaden the subjects beyond art treated by aesthetics, try
to consider sport as art?

He first starts by describing the contemporary transformation that our concept of art has
undergone; the vagueness of the border of the arts; the popularization of the arts. By both
examining the transformation seen in art as well as that seen in sport, Welsch argues for the
understanding of sport as art by refuting the arguments against it. He does this by discussing
the symbolic status of sport; its form of work or eceuvre as performance; the autonomy of its
aims; its rules and creation; fascination with the event; its dramatic aspect; the feeling of unity
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between the athletes and the spectators; celebration of contingency, etc.

In Japanese, the conventional notion of aesthetics (bigaku) can be easily distinguished
from the science of sensitive cognition (kanseigaku). However, Welsch only has one word, “aes-
thetics.” Welsch is not trying to establish a new field of aisthesis while leaving the conventional
field of aesthetics as is. Therefore, the varied understandings of aesthetics are being taken to
their logical extensions. It cannot be denied that art remains central to Welsch’s understanding
of aesthetics. In this way, Welsch compares sport and art, while criticizing the narrowness of
an aesthetics which limits its subject to art. Furthermore, he considers sport as art.

Certainly, Welsch, from his perspective of trying to broaden the subject of aesthetics while
still firmly situated in that tradition, will take art as central to his examination. I think,
however, we can find several problems in the way he arrives at his “conclusion” that sport is
art - vis-a-vis his understanding of the aesthetic aspects of sport.

Welsch says that although the conventional art still occupies the significant position in
“the aesthetic,” the realm of the aesthetic is broader than that of art, and art is just one area.
“Formerly, the artistic provided the basic definition of the aesthetic. ...In recent times, however,
things have changed,” so that, “the definition of the aesthetic is no longer to be taken from
art, rather art’s definition is to be established within the framework of the aesthetic” or
“aisthesis. [15]”

Suppose, as Welsch argues, that if we redefine our definition of art basing it on the
concept of aesthesis - then our concept of art would then need to be re-worked as well. Rather
than doing this, however, Welsch posits that sport should be included in art as a new aesthetic
example, because “now everything which is emphatically aesthetic has better chances of
counting as art than before.[16]” In this way, Welsch, rather than re-defining art, instead
makes his sport as art argument by linking his argument to contemporary trends such as new
artistic forms in contemporary art; the disappearing borders between genres of arts and
between art and daily life; as well as evaluations concerning the popular arts [17].

One of the main problems with Welsch’s argument is his insufficient examination of the
work of past scholars. Indeed, the issue of whether sport is art has been already argued; and
moreover, there stands radically conflicting views. A debate occurred between American
philosopher Spencer Wertz and British aesthetician David Best during the late 1970s into the
1980s, and the discussion involved various other people as well [18]. Welsch is himself well
aware of this debate and briefly mentioned it in a footnote of his paper [19]. He seems to be
intentionally avoiding committing to the debate, since, in my opinion, he does not think
framing the question in a yes or no manner (as is evident even in the titles of their papers) is
appropriate. Welsch insists that he is proving that sport ought to be considered art by dis-
proving why it shouldn’t be. His conclusion is inappropriate, for he neglected to sufficiently
examine implications of the arguments as developed by various philosophers who tackled this
very same problem before him. In particular, he didn’t take into account the “Wertz-Best
debate,” and therefore he misinterpreted the important fact that - contrary to what Welsch
states, many people already view sport as art in the same way Welsch does [20].

Underlying this “sport as art” argument is the politics of culture. Whether one accepts this
view of sport as art or denies it, both seemingly contradictory views are informed by the same
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deep-rooted, firmly-held belief that art is a form of high culture. Because art is viewed as
inherently high culture, those who advocate sport as art tend to stress the artistic aspects of
sport. And likewise, aestheticians who defend the high level of cultural value in art are then
unable to accept sport as art. Both types of arguments, in fact, go nowhere.

While affirming that sport is art, Welsh does not appear to be attempting to categorically
raise the position of sport to that of art as high culture. His interest in and attention to sport is
instead coming from the awareness of the changes that have occurred in our concept of art and
in the field of aesthetics. This is a big difference between Welsch and other sport scholars, and
I think it is the essential point if one wants to take a positive view of Welsch’s argument. From
this revision of our concept of art and aesthetics, I think Welsch’s argument should be
developed further, as we are already standing at a place to look over the problems. One of the
problems we can see from this viewpoint is the ambiguity in Welsch’s concept of art. Indeed
his concept of art vacillates.

3. Vacillation in Welsch’s Concept of Art

Welsch concludes his paper with the following statement: “Ultimately my intention was
not to decide the question as to whether sport is art or not. This would, in my view, be
phrasing the question too essentialistically. What I tried instead was to offer some reasons
why - in today’s conditions of art as well as of sport - many people find it highly plausible to
call sport an art. ... When, towards the end, I suggested complementarity between art and
sport, I did not mean to question sport’s status as art. Sport is one kind of art. Art (in the usual
sense) is another one. That is all. [21]”

The “complementarity between art and sport” that is referred to above is that of the
“unyielding art” described by Welsch just before his conclusion (quoted above) on the one side
and the arts of entertainment on the other. Welsch points out that the former refers to our
traditional concepts of high culture art, which is usually thought of as inaccessible, elite
and/or experimental. This “unyielding art” is usually viewed as being out of touch with the
non-elite, and is distinguished from the arts of entertainment. That both of these types of “art”
have a complementarity is essential [22]. Traditional or the conventional art has an avant-
garde status, and so it is clear that sport is being treated as an art of entertainment.

When encountering this statement, one cannot help but question the consistency of the
argument. Is not Welsch arguing that sport should be viewed as art? In other words, after the
development of the argument, Welsch then makes a move to posit two kinds of art: “art-art”
and “sport-art”. Sport is not art-art but sport-art. This was the conclusion that Welsch reached.

In fact, we can find a similar statement that sport is not genuine art but a different kind of
art already in the history of aesthetics. In the 1930s, Collingwood was saying much the same
thing, when, in his The Principles of Art, he questioned what is art?[23] He put forth this
question in order to criticize the state of affairs in which “art” is being used to designate things
that originally would not deserve to be called art. Of the so-called “falsely called” arts,
Collingwood posits something called “magical art,” and sees sport as being one of these

magical arts [24]. For Collingwood, magic is the means of arousing certain emotions for
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practical values, and he found this sense of magic in the sports of the 1930s. In general, I think
one would agree that sport, which once was a practice defined by educational concerns, is
viewed as “magic” in modern times. Furthermore, our modern sports are those practices
which can be characterized as being performed and consumed as entertainment; and therefore
yield such so-called magical effects. In this way, according to Collingwood, sport is a magical
art, not “art proper.”

Collingwood’s argument is first concerned with issues of terminology concerning “art.”
Suppose that there is, in fact, something which can be termed “art proper,” which coexists
and has some ambiguous relation with “magical art” and “amusement art.” If Collingwood is
not arguing for an absolute metaphysical existence for Art proper (with Art used with a capital
A) [25], then he is, in fact, using the term art in such a way that sport is implied within the
meaning of the word [26]. The underlying logic of his view is the same as Welsch’s. If we take
this to be an accurate understanding, then Welsch’s argument that sport ought to be con-
sidered as art is clearly inappropriate. Rather, his argument should be seen as the formulation
of a comprehensive view of both art and sport, from the perspective of “aesthetic as aisthesis,”
through a consideration of the similarities and differences of the conventional art and sport.

That comprehensive field should not be necessarily re-defined as “art.”
4. Transformation of Aesthetics

What is implied by Welsch’s thesis is neither that sport is aesthetic, nor that sport can be
considered art. Staying within the confines of his argument, because sport has already been
characterized as having aesthetic aspects, then Welsch’s argument can really only be said to
have contributed another example (i.e., sport) to the existing unquestioned position of
aesthetics. From the early stage of aesthetics, in which practices like sport were completely
neglected, we next came to sport being taken up as an example of the aesthetic; and this was
followed by a stage in which aestheticians described sport using the academic language of the
field of aesthetics. In this evolution, Welsch’s attempt suggests a new stage of possibilities for
using sport as a means for considering the concepts, practices, and phenomena of art. In this
way, we can gain a fine view of one aspect of the transformation of aesthetics [27].

However, I think that the discourses that have been generated by this transformation seen
in aesthetics do not necessarily need to be termed “aesthetics” in the same way. As Welsch
says, in modern society, the arts are involved with the market to such an extent that
aestheticians cannot help but become involved in maintaining the art market, which requires a
clear conception of art [28]. This results in a condition whereby the position of “aesthetics” is
determined by the market. Welsch, however, stands by his concept of “aesthetics” as
something based on the concept of aisthesis, and then attempts to examine sport in this light.

The movement to intentionally broaden the academic field of aesthetics to include other
areas of inquiry beyond art is one of the overall trends we are seeing in the field today. I will
conclude my paper with several examples that can be understood in parallel with Welsch’s
experiment. First, we find one example in the Encyclopedia of Aesthetics (ed. Michael Kelly) [29],
which was published in 1998, by Oxford University Press.
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In his preface to the Encyclopedia, Editor Michael Kelly discusses possible skepticism
concerning aesthetics as an academic subject, as well as addresses possible questions over the
enormous effort involved in creating such a large encyclopedia at present time. Some of the
principles used in compiling the Encyclopedia include various critiques of aesthetics,
discussions of postmodernism, composite (multi-article) entries so topics could be analyzed
from several perspectives, and representations of virtually all the disciplines involved with art
and culture beyond conventional aesthetics. The definition of aesthetics in this Encyclopedia is
“critical reflection on art, culture, and nature.[30]” The Encyclopedia includes sport as one of its
entries.

University of Chicago Professor of Philosophy Ted Cohen was the scholar who wrote the
entry on sport. Cohen has also served as president of the American Society for Aesthetics. In
the entry devoted to sport, Cohen explains the affinity between sport and art in terms of
aesthetic enjoyment, describing the two practices of art and sport as being like cousins.
However, the point we should pay particular attention to is not that there exists a similarity,
but rather his statement that our understanding of art can be deepened by understanding how
and in what way art differs from sport by way of comparison [31].

Another recent important work is the Lexikon der Asthetik edited by Wolfhart Henckmann
and Konrad Lotter. The Lexikon also includes sport as an independent entry. First, the concept
of sport which is associated with work and play is pointed out, along with the close kinship
that exists between sport and art as shown in festivals, magical rituals, edifying aspects that
can be seen in ancient Greek athletic ceremonies or in Plato’s The Republic. Then, Johan
Huizinga’s theory on plays and issues surrounding the emotional response affected by both
are also discussed, and the position of sport in modern society is considered in terms of
psychological, political, and economic functions [32].

In terms of today’s standards of sport philosophy and sport sociology, the discussions
above do not contain anything all that new. What we want to pay attention to is not that sport
itself is evaluated as an independent aesthetic area, but rather the situation whereby sport
could be taken up as a relevant subject for aesthetic consideration, as well as used as a
keyword for aesthetics in the context and under the relation with various notions including
play, festivals, magical rituals, mass culture and arts.

Indeed, Welsch’s attempt can be placed within the context of these trends happening
within the contemporary transformation of aesthetics.

Conclusion

Why did Welsch choose the topic of sport for his paper? I think it is clear that he chose
sport in order to relativize the historical position of aesthetics whereby the subject has been
limited to art up till this time. His framework is an understanding of aesthetics based on
aisthesis, in which subjects for study are not limited to the conventional art.

Why did Welsch seek to try and view sport as art? Because his framework of defining
aesthetics as science of aisthesis is also an extension of conventional aesthetics, in which here
too the conventional art is positioned centrally in the argument. Welsch, then, took up the
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problem of sport in relation to art for his project of the aesthetics of sport.

His experiment itself is appropriate. In addition, through the comparison with art,
Welsch’s insight into the aesthetic aspects of sport, such as symbolism and creativity, was right
on the mark. However, Welsch ran into problems when he then concluded that sport is art in
the end. Welsch could not help but become involved in the “sport as art” debate, contrary to
his early intentions. Welsch himself, however, realized the problem and tried to avoid it by
bringing up the two concepts of art in the latter part of his paper.

The implications from the examination of Welsch’s aesthetics of sport allow us to then
gain an understanding about the possibilities inherent within the new approach to the concept
of art. This new understanding assumes a field where “aesthetic is aisthesis;” something which
is inclusive of both art and sport. At the same time, his paper should be taken as evidence for
the process of transformation that is occurring in the field of aesthetics which allows such a
view to take form.
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