
In the Mood for Kitsch?
Linking Aesthetic Appreciation to the

Dynamics of Social Motivation

Inaugural-Dissertation
in der Fakultät Humanwissenschaften
der Otto-Friedrich-Universität Bamberg

Stefan Andreas Ortlieb

22. Dezember 2022

Bamberg 2024 



Inaugural-Dissertation
in der Fakultät Humanwissenschaften

der Otto-Friedrich-Universität Bamberg

In the mood for kitsch?
Linking aesthetic appreciation to the dynamics of social motivation

vorgelegt von
Stefan Andreas Ortlieb
aus Nürnberg (Bayern)

22. Dezember 2022



Tag der mündlichen Prüfung: 29. November 2023
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Abstract

This thesis explores the aesthetic concept of kitsch from a psychological viewpoint. More specif-
ically, it deals with a fourfold paradox: (1) Kitsch is so popular nobody likes it, (2) aesthetically
it is never cutting edge but always fashionable, (3) despite its short history and poor reputation,
it looks back on a long and prestigious past, and (4) although highly significant for Western
popular culture and contemporary art, it is conspicuously absent in theory and practice of em-
pirical aesthetics. The present thesis, which is mainly based on four peer-reviewed articles and
five conference contributions, addresses these contradictions both theoretically and empirically.

Paradox #1. Drawing on a formalized kitsch definition that unites ideas from philosophical
and empirical aesthetics with concepts from art sociology, it is stated that both popular success
and highbrow rejection of kitsch derive from its capacity to elicit a spontaneous, positive affective
response without any intellectual effort. A comparison of implicit and explicit attitudes and a
cross-cultural study underscore the inherent ambivalence of kitsch and prepare the ground for a
more dynamic approach to kitsch that goes beyond a culture capital account of popular taste.

Paradox #2. The Functional Model of Kitsch and Art is introduced to account for the ambiva-
lent on-again off-again relationship with kitsch. It identifies the polar opposition of avant-garde
art and kitsch with two types of aesthetic experience: A future-oriented one that promises new
insights but requires expertise and cognitive elaboration (art) and a backward-oriented one that
gives effortless emotional gratification but leaves us with what we already know (kitsch). Based
on the Zurich Model of Social Motivation (Zürcher Modell der sozialen Motivation), it further
contends that (dis)taste for the one or the other is dynamically related to conflicting needs for
self-directed exploration and secure relatedness. The model’s main propositions were tested in a
rating study and two experiments.

Paradox #3. Historically, one usually thinks of kitsch as a by-product of 19th century in-
dustrialization. Our model’s psychobiological foundations, however, beg for an evolutionary
explanation. Reviewing evolutionary and anthropological accounts of aesthetics and prehistoric
art-making, it appears that both functionally and formally modern-day kitsch, not avant-garde
art, is our missing link to the premodern arts. Moreover, since Pop Art has bridged the gap
between high art and popular taste, it is also key to many contemporary artworks.

Paradox #4. Despite its importance for 20th century art theory, kitsch has gone widely un-
noticed by empirical aesthetics. Against Fechner’s vision of an Aesthetics from Below, research
in this field is mainly concerned with high art at the expense of everyday phenomena. As a
result, today’s paramount models of aesthetic liking are essentially models of art perception that
provide little guidance with regard to popular taste. With their narrow focus on processing
speed even fluency-based frameworks are deliberately excluding what makes popular aesthetics
popular: Emotionally rich content that strikes a chord in the viewer.

General Discussion. Finally, the kitsch criteria and the functional model are discussed in light
of the cumulative results and competing theoretical approaches. At first glance, kitsch makes
a textbook example of hedonic fluency. In perfect accord with Fechner’s still widely unknown
Principle of Help or Amplification, it illustrates how perceptual (identifiability) and conceptual
fluency (conventionality) work together to enhance the emotional impact of its subject matter.
Yet kitsch also reveals a strong limitation of fluency-based aesthetics. After all, it is not process-
ing ease but emotionally rich content that separates kitsch from everyday symbols without any
aesthetic pretense (e.g., traffic signs). This strong dependency of kitsch on the affective charge
of certain themes and subjects directs our attention to a general deficit of today’s models of
aesthetic liking and a second long-forgotten principle of Fechner’s Aesthetics from Below : The
Aesthetic Association Principle. As a prototype of popular taste uniting immediate accessibility
with primacy of content, kitsch reminds us that everyday aesthetics and avant-garde art cannot
be evaluated by the same criteria and that all kitsch-related paradoxes result from the misleading
attempt to do just that. To account for these differences in low- and highbrow aesthetics, our
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functional model goes beyond a dual-process perspective by bringing content-related stimulus
information and social distance regulation into play. Due to its connection with broad social mo-
tives, it is currently the only theoretical framework that makes testable predictions about age,
gender, and culture differences in aesthetic liking. Naturally, the present approach to kitsch has
its limitations. So far sweet kitsch in the visual domain has been emphasized at the expense of its
bittersweet, sour, literary, and musical forms. All of these varieties deserve closer examination.
Currently available findings on the functional model are as yet inconclusive and certain hypothe-
ses are still to be tested. In its present form, the model also shows several areas of conceptual
improvement. Feedback loops are needed for a better compatibility with transactional models of
stress and coping, while connectivity with relevant philosophical and sociological accounts calls
for a consistent distinction between power, prestige, and achievement motives. Based on a revised
model, effects of life events, habitual coping behavior, love styles, and basic value orientations on
aesthetic preferences could be examined more systematically. Despite these limitations, both the
aesthetic concept of kitsch and the functional model are of considerable heuristic value: Apart
from drawing our attention to blind spots in theory and practice of empirical aesthetics, kitsch
makes a promising research object for the study of art expertise, dual attitudes, and cognitive
dissonance (e.g., guilty pleasure) in aesthetics. In tandem with the functional model, it may
inspire a more dynamic view on aesthetics. With its assumption of an intimate relationship be-
tween aesthetic and affiliative choices the model raises many new research questions that touch
upon a wide range of topics ranging from Darwinian aesthetics and anxiety-related coping styles
to nostalgic consumption. Moreover, it may stimulate further cross-cultural research on promi-
nent themes of popular culture such as romantic love and cuteness. Perhaps it can even shed
light on the question why art attracts more research interest than kitsch.
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Preface

It was my pleasure to read this work before it was handed in as a doctoral thesis. Stefan Ortlieb
answers more questions about kitsch than I had ever asked myself. In contrast to the subject of
his investigation, the topic is surprisingly complex. So while reading, I was grateful for Stefan’s
tender illustration of the text with hand-drawn pink elephants of all kinds. As a close friend of
the author, one underlying question became more and more pressing with every chapter I read:
Why would someone with a keen interest in fine art, who enjoys drawing and plays the violin,
spend a decade of his life investigating kitsch? Stefan collected everyday things at the boundaries
of good taste, categorized them and meticulously addressed numerous questions about when and
why people are drawn to kitsch. The question about his motives, however, is the pink elephant
which stays in the room even after reading the last chapter.
For an answer, it might be worthwhile to consult the writings of Sigmund Freud, an authority
in the field of pink elephants, who once described the phenomenon of sublimation. Sublimation
is classified as a mature defense mechanism. Freud assumed that socially unaccepted needs and
desires are transformed and lived out in a socially acceptable manner in order to be satisfied.
This unconscious process is said to be the basis for the development of cultural achievements
and societal progress.
Anyone who has been fortunate enough to stroll through streets decorated for Christmas with
Stefan, always on the lookout for eccentric and kitschy objects with his camera, may begin to
wonder. Is there, hidden behind this lively scientific interest in kitsch, a lover of glittering shaking
balls with Santa Clauses, cuckoo clocks adorned with edelweiss, and paintings of roaring stags?
This question is probably the only one that will remain unanswered.

Bamberg, January 8th 2022

Dr. Julia Finmans
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1 Introduction: Kitsch—The Pink Elephant in the Lab

1 Introduction: Kitsch—The Pink Elephant in the Lab

Figure 1: A pink elephant in the room
is a perfectly obvious issue
everybody prefers to ignore.
Drawing by the author.

In 1939 art critic Clement Greenberg wrote an influ-
ential essay on the irreconcilable opposition of Avant-
Garde and Kitsch in 20th century aesthetics, with its
Cubist paintings and twelve-tone music standing in
sharp contrast to cover illustrations of the Saturday
Evening Post and Tin Pan Alley1 tunes. Greenberg
(1939) asked himself with puzzlement and concern how
such disparate things could possibly be products of the
same culture, even the same society. Meanwhile, it
has become increasingly difficult to draw a clear line
of demarcation between avant-garde art and kitsch. On
the one hand, the collection of the New York Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA) unites Picasso’s Les Desmoi-
selles d’Avignon and Piero Manzoni’s tinned feces with
adaptations of commercial pin-ups by Mel Ramos and
paintings of Campbell’s soup cans by Andy Warhol. On
the other hand, art is made readily available for mass-
consumption (Benjamin, 1982/2002). Museum shops

around the world sell fridge magnets and coffee mugs imprinted with Van Gogh’s once unmar-
ketable sunflowers and the Campbell Soup Company capitalizes on a Warhol-inspired edition of
soup cans (Bearn, 2012). In tandem with the commercial exploitation of iconic artworks, Pop
Art’s playful incorporation of kitsch elements has finally put kitsch among “the most bewilder-
ing and elusive categories of modern aesthetics” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 232). Without a neat line
separating kitsch and art, these terms have become moving targets that may take on different
meanings depending on the time and context under consideration. And yet, one is reluctant
to dismiss these categories altogether: Is visiting an art exhibition really the same as window
shopping? Do original artworks and their high-kitsch renderings provide the same rewards, the
same unique experience? Why are Cubist paintings less prone to kitsch exploitation? And why
do people still pay to see the original, if a digital reproduction is just one click away? All of this
has direct implications for empirical aesthetics, especially art perception. If we show a digital
version of Van Gogh’s sunflowers to participants on a test computer in a perceptual laboratory
what exactly are they seeing? Art or kitsch?

Despite its importance for 20th century art theory and its practical implications for empirical
research, kitsch has so far been overlooked by empirical aesthetics (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c).
How could this “gigantic apparition” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 39) of popular culture go unnoticed?
Are we onto a hidden bias or blind spot of such vast dimensions or is there perhaps a theoretical
perspective in empirical aesthetics broad enough to account for the pink elephant in the lab? To
explore kitsch from a psychological viewpoint, to provide a preliminary understanding of what
it means and does for us as social beings, consumers, and researchers, is the main task of this
thesis. With Greenberg (1939) I shall make a case that this endeavor “involves more than an
investigation in aesthetics” (p. 3) and will raise other and more important questions which may
altogether lead us to a different picture of aesthetics.

1.1 Scope and Objectives

The overarching goal of this thesis is to raise awareness for kitsch as a prototype of popular
aesthetics, a relic of premodern taste, and a key concept in contemporary art, and to prepare
the ground for a New Aesthetics from Below that allows us to deal with these phenomena more
comprehensively.

1“Tin Pan Alley is the name given to the collection of New York City music publishers and songwriters who
dominated the popular music of the United States in the late 19th century and early 20th century. The name
originally referred to a specific place: West 28th Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues in the Flower District
of Manhattan” (Retrieved from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tin Pan Alley).
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1 Introduction: Kitsch—The Pink Elephant in the Lab

1.2 Advance Organizer

Outside of empirical aesthetics the concept of kitsch has attracted much scholarly attention. In
fact, most of the above questions have already been raised by artists, art critics, art historians,
philosophers, and sociologists with each discipline posing them somewhat differently in terms of
its own themes and concerns. Across these disciplines, however, controversy boils down to three
kitsch-related problems or paradoxes. One by one I shall relate them to concepts and findings
from empirical aesthetics, before turning to a fourth kitsch-related issue which, I think, is specific
for this field of research (Chapter 1).

Apart from the general problems of definition and assessment, Chapter 2 deals with the most
prominent kitsch paradox: Regardless of its vast popularity, kitsch always was and still is a
term of abuse. Based on a formalized definition that combines ideas from philosophical and
empirical aesthetics (Defining Kitsch), I shall propose operationalizations for kitschiness in the
visual domain (Operationalizing Kitschiness), a partly fluency-based account of its mass appeal,
and a culture capital account of its aesthetic deficiency (Just Loving and Loathing It). Moreover,
I report two studies exploring the inherent ambivalence of kitsch both cross-culturally (On Kitsch
and Kič) and intra-individually (Explicit Kitsch Judgements and Implicit Associations).

Chapter 3 grapples with the observation that kitsch appears both static and dynamic. Scorned
as backward-oriented and unchanging, kitsch never seems to grow old thanks to its remarkable
adaptability. A corresponding paradox is found in the eye of the beholder: Some accounts of
popular taste emphasize the stability of individual differences (Who dis/likes kitsch?), while
others assume that attitudes toward kitsch may vary on a daily basis (When do we dis/like
kitsch?). The Functional Model of Kitsch and Art (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b) is introduced. It
dynamically relates the contradictory nature of kitsch to ever-conflicting needs for intimacy and
autonomy (When Familiarity Breeds Contempt).

Chapter 4 concerns the contradiction between the “‘vital significance’ of kitsch” (Menninghaus,
2009, p. 39) and its complete lack of “historical depth” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 237). How can it be
universally understood, but exclusively modern? Although the concept of kitsch is quite recent
(Cǎlinescu, 1987), the functional model strongly suggests that it might be a case for Darwinian
aesthetics. And indeed, upon closer examination it seems that what we have come to call kitsch,
has more in common with premodern aesthetic sensibility than avant-garde art. Based on this
insight an evolutionary account of kitsch is outlined (Back to the Future).

Chapter 5 deals with an issue that is specific for empirical aesthetics. Despite its outstanding
importance for 20th century art theory, kitsch is notably absent in empirical aesthetics which
is mainly dedicated to art perception. Is there an explanation for this disinterest in popular
taste? I hope to show that, contrary to Fechner’s (1866) vision of an Aesthetics from Below
(Aesthetik von Unten) and against better knowledge, present-day empirical aesthetics still relies
on highbrow concepts of 18th century philosophical speculation (On the Shoulders of Giants).
Based on the functional model, a tentative explanation for this proclivity to high art is proposed
(Avant-Garde and Science—It’s a Match! ).

Finally, I shall recap and discuss the main findings of this thesis, raise open questions, and
draw conclusions for future research on kitsch in particular and popular aesthetics in general.
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2 Paradox #1: Unbearable Lightness—Why Do We Love and Hate Kitsch?

2 Paradox #1: Unbearable Lightness—Why Do We Love and
Hate Kitsch?

Figure 2: Dumbo from the 2019
remake of Disney’s an-
imated film from 1941.
Drawing by the author.

In the 1990s Vitaly Komar and Alexander Melamid con-
ducted a conceptual art project called People’s Choice.
Together with a team of market researchers the two
artists polled average consumers from the United States
(N =1,001) and nine other countries, including Russia,2

Turkey (N =400), Kenya (N =500), and China (N =2,462),
to identify their preferences in terms of visual art, espe-
cially painting (Wypijewski, 1999). From a welter of sur-
vey data, some qualitative some quantitative, Komar and
Melamid created a Most Wanted (as well as a Most Un-
wanted) painting for each country. With strikingly similar
results: Independently of their cultural background most
people wanted to see bucolic landscapes in green and blue
with a lake, a river, or a seaside vista, loose vegetation with
bushes and solitary trees, ordinary (mostly women and chil-
dren) or famous people (Jesus, Jomo Kenyatta, or George
Washington), domestic animals (pasturing sheep) or country-typical wildlife (deer or hippos). In
short: What people prefer to see in visual art is “bad taste, it’s kitsch, by definition” (Melamid,
quoted from Wypijewski, 1999, p. 38). Melamid’s tongue-in-cheek statement lends support to
the idea that “[i]f works of art were judged democratically—according to how many people like
them—kitsch would easily defeat its competitors” (Kulka, 1996, p. 17). At the same time, it
raises some controversial questions: For instance, how can we be so sure that people’s best-loved
paintings are aesthetically bad? (After all, the above description applies equally to landscapes
by John Constable and the pastoral phantasies of a Thomas Kinkade.) If kitsch is aesthetically
worthless, what makes it so wildly successful? How exactly is kitsch defined? Can it be defined at
all? The present chapter deals with these questions based on a peer-reviewed article (Ortlieb &
Carbon, 2019c, see cumulus A.4). After looking into the origins of the word “kitsch,” its interna-
tional career, and its ever-growing scope of application (Etymology), a formal definition (Defining
Kitsch) and possible operationalizations (Operationalizing Kitschiness) are derived from a set
of kitsch criteria by philosopher Tomaš Kulka (1996). Subsequently, these criteria are linked to
concepts from hedonic fluency theory and a culture capital account of its aesthetic deficiency is
discussed (Just Loving and Loathing It).

2.1 Etymology

The accepted notion in writings on kitsch is that, at some point in the 1860s or 1880s, artists and
art dealers from Munich started using it “to designate cheap artistic stuff” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p.
234). The earliest record is a satirical poem from 1884 by the local art critic Max Bernstein about
a contemporary genre piece by a member of the Münchner Kunstverein (Fig. 3). Unlike time
and place of its appearance, etymology remains unclear (Kluge & Seebold, 2011).3 According
to Avenarius (1920), another art critic, “the German ‘Kitsch’ comes from a mispronunciation of
the English ‘sketch’ that was widespread among artists who sold oil paintings of poor quality
as souvenirs to Anglo-American tourists visiting Bavaria’s capital” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c,
pp. 2-3). Since a typical German mispronunciation of the English sketch [skEtS] and the word
kitsch [kitS] sound rather differently, other etymological theories seem more credible (Ortlieb &
Carbon, 2019c). Best (1985), for example, derives kitsch from Swabian dialect where it first
emerged “to designate scrap wood, flotsam or crude wooden objects, while the corresponding
verb ‘kitschen’ referred to peddling but also to carrying a heavy burden on one’s head or by

2Komar and Melamid’s Scientific Guide to Art does not report sample sizes for every country. Survey method
and questions varied slightly from country to country. In China, for example, face-to-face interviews were
conducted as the distribution of telephones across households “would have badly distorted the results from
phone interviews” (Wypijewski, 1999, p. 137).

3See Cǎlinescu (1987) for an overview of etymological theories.
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2 Paradox #1: Unbearable Lightness—Why Do We Love and Hate Kitsch?

means of a back-basket” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 3). What makes this etymological theory
rather compelling is that it relates the origins of kitsch to two ground-breaking developments
of the 19th century that are regarded as the breeding ground for kitsch production: universal
literacy and industrialization (Greenberg, 1939). Improved printing technology in tandem with
increasing literacy rates created a huge market for cheap paperbacks that was served mainly
by haberdashers roaming the land with their wooden crates and back baskets (Best, 1985). As
Schöberl (1984) and others note, many tropes of the later kitsch discourse were first raised by
literary critics against writers of commodified literature (Dettmar & Küpper, 2007; Niehaus,
2002), which was “produced for the sole purpose of giving immediate affection and cheap thrills
in exchange for quick money” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 3).

Figure 3: Kitsch making its first appearance in
a satirical poem by Bernstein (1884)
about a genre painting from 1878.

Contexts of use. Originally restricted to the
visual arts, especially painting, use of the word
kitsch quickly expanded, extending from lit-
erature (pulp fiction), music (muzak), garden
and interior decoration (garden gnomes and
cuckoo clocks), architecture (Neuschwanstein
Castle), advertisement, theater plays and mu-
sicals, films (Holly- and Bollywood movies)
and TV-formats (telenovelas) to infotainment
and “pop science” (Kaeser, 2013). Despite its
ever-increasing range of application, we only
think about kitsch in visual, auditory, and

audio-visual terms. Curiously, it does not apply to any tactile, olfactory, or gustatory sensa-
tion, although touching or tasteless are used almost synonymously (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c).
Thus, a cuckoo clock can be kitschy, whereas the taste of a traditional Black Forest cake cannot.

International success. After making its way into art theory in the 1920s, the German “kitsch”
also entered many modern languages (Cǎlinescu, 1987). In a first cross-cultural comparison, Or-
tlieb, Stojilović, Rutar, Fischer, and Carbon (2017) found kitsch concepts from Bavaria, Slovenia,
and Serbia to be largely congruent apart from some aspects that invite closer examination (see
Chapter 2.6 and cumulus A.5 for details). For this inquiry art theory is the most important con-
text of use with the main focus lying on kitsch judgements about visual stimuli. Future research
must show whether these results also apply outside of the visual domain. In the following, I shall
clarify my understanding of kitsch.

2.2 Defining Kitsch

For aspiring kitsch producers philosopher Tomaš Kulka (1996) has three pieces of advice: (A)
Pick a theme or a subject matter with a strong emotional charge and make sure it is depicted in a
skilful but otherwise perfectly conventional way so that it is (B) “instantly identifiable” (p. 31),
but (C) “does not substantially enrich our associations related to the depicted objects or themes”
(p. 37). If these three criteria—emotionally rich content, identifiability, and conventionality—are
met, and only then, we may speak of kitsch (Kulka, 1996). Each of these necessary preconditions
for kitsch classification deserves closer examination as they will provide the foundation for a
preliminary understanding of its mass appeal.

Emotionally rich content. First and above all, kitsch requires a subject matter that will “spon-
taneously trigger an unreflective emotional response” (Kulka, 1996, p. 26). As many authors have
done, Kulka observes that some themes and subjects are more suited to the purpose of kitsch than
others (Pazaurek, 1912/2012; Elias, 2004/1934; Greenberg, 1939; Simon-Schäfer, 1980). Paza-
urek’s (1912/2012) inventory of bad taste, for example, distinguishes four types of kitsch with
regard to their content: Aktualitätskitsch speculates on the exhilaration related to recent events,
Andenkenkitsch triggers personal recollections, while Hurrakitsch and Devotionalienkitsch exploit
patriotic and religious sentiments. For best results in terms of emotional impact these subjects
may be combined. For instance: Royal wedding ceremonies and the plethora of merchandise
to advertise and commemorate such events draw on a complex amalgam of patriotic, religious,
romantic, and nostalgic feelings. Formally, kitsch makes frequent use of certain devices such as
the baby scheme (Lorenz, 1943) in combination with the peak-shift-principle (Ramachandran &
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Hirstein, 1999) or the beauty-in-averages effect (Halberstadt, 2006) to increase both likeliness
and intensity of an immediate affective response (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c).

Positive valence. Kitsch does not thrive on highly emotional content per se. After all,
“[d]isturbing and saddening events such as illness, death, loss, and separation also form part
of the human condition and images of snakes or spiders may reliably trigger strong feelings of
fear and disgust due to a ‘hard-wired’ response mechanism” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, pp. 5-6).
Despite their affective charge, these themes do not work too well for kitsch. Though Kulka (1996)
claims that kitsch “avoid[s] all unpleasant or disturbing features of reality” (p. 27), his definition
does not rule out negative emotional content. Therefore, a small but significant change to the
first kitsch criterion was made: According to Ortlieb and Carbon (2019c), kitsch classification
“requires a subject matter with a positive [emphasis added] emotional charge” (p. 6).

Immediate identifiability. An emotional subject alone, however positive, cannot secure a spon-
taneous affective response unless it is instantaneously recognizable (Kulka, 1996). Kulka makes
a case, that any kind of expressive rendering will impair the depicted subject’s identifiability and
thereby diminish or even nullify its affective impact. Thus, a Cubist rendition of, say, a mother
with baby, should be less prone to kitsch classification than a realistic one.

Conventionality. Paul Klee once claimed that “[a]rt does not reproduce the visible; rather, it
makes visible” (Klee, 1920, quoted from Chipp, 1968, p. 182). In a similar vein, many scholars
and artist have stated that art does not merely emulate the world but enrich and transform
the way we see it. Artworks may challenge us perceptually through stylistic change as well as
conceptually on a semantic level (Martindale, 1990). Whatever is perceptually and conceptually
challenging will diminish an immediate unadulterated affective response to the depicted subject.
Thus, apart from stylistic innovations working against identifiability, kitsch producers should
also avoid any deviation from well-tried pictorial conventions that are likely to create ambiguity
or lead to new associations regarding the depicted subject (Kulka, 1996). While “Modern art
is valued mainly for its capacity to transform the way we see the world” (Ortlieb & Carbon,
2019c, p. 4), kitsch leaves us with what we already know for it “does not substantially enrich
our associations relating to the depicted subject matter” (Kulka, 1996, p. 37).

Are these three criteria sufficient to reliably discriminate between kitsch and art? What do
they tell us about Melamid and Komar’s Most Wanted paintings? Are they kitsch by Kulka’s
definition? The poll results indicate a general preference for “realistic looking” (Wypijewski,
1999, p. 95) artworks with a cheerful subject (“I only like to look at art that makes me happy”,
p. 100) that is “relaxing to look at, not all jumbled up and confusing” (p. 100). More specifi-
cally, most people wanted to see tranquil landscapes in green and blue. Literally “painting by
numbers,” Melamid and Komar produced their series of Most Wanted paintings. Each of them
reflecting the survey data for a particular country. Nevertheless most paintings look very similar,
as all of the details have been arranged along the lines of a 17th century landscape painting by
Domenichino (Danto, 1999).4 “At first glance,” art critic Arthur Danto (1999) remarked, “Amer-
ica’s Most Wanted, along with its international peers, seems a common thing—no more difficult
to understand than the landscapes annually bestowed with calendars and Christmas greetings
upon a company’s customers” (p. 124). As paintings they are “hardly daring enough visually”
(p. 124) to make notable artworks even by postmodern standards (Danto, 1999). In fact, they
are prime examples of kitsch according to Kulka’s definition. As products of a conceptual art
project, however, their very kitschiness becomes highly controversial in that it challenges the way
we see the world (in this case, the artworld). The profound ambiguity of the People’s Choice is
typical for postmodern art. In my opinion, it underscores the validity of Kulka’s criteria in that
it allows us to distinguish between the stand-alone paintings and the conceptual art project as a
whole, with its international consumer polls, its travelling exhibition, its townhall meetings, and,
not to forget, its series of Most Unwanted paintings. And yet, if we wish to address kitsch em-
pirically among non-experts, we need to find some good operationalizations for Kulka’s criteria.
This is the task of the next section.

4For a digital reproduction of Domenico Zampieri’s (1620) Erminia and the Shepherds see: https://www.pop

.culture.gouv.fr/notice/joconde/000PE024837
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2.3 Operationalizing Kitschiness

By Kulka’s criteria America’s Most Wanted painting and a cuckoo clock make first-rate kitsch.
In both cases there is a subject with a positive emotional charge which is not only depicted
in a perfectly identifiable manner but also refrains from any artistic ambition by emulating a
well-tried template. However, compared to landscape paintings by Thomas Kinkade5 the works
of Melamid and Komar do not strike us as particularly kitschy. At least not to the highest
degree. Though carefully executed and assembled in accordance with Domenichino’s blueprint
the details do not add up to a unified whole. According to Danto (1999), every specimen of the
Most Wanted series displays some calculated violation of central perspective or inconsistency
regarding its content. In the case of America’s Most Wanted painting the middle-ground figure
(easily identifiable as George Washington) is too tall in relation to the figures in the foreground.6

More generally, one cannot help but ask what a family from the 1990s and a bellowing hippo
are doing on this painting together with the first president of the United States (Danto, 1999).
Altogether, these inconsistencies stand in the way of an unequivocal kitsch classification. Is a
traditional cuckoo clock the more prototypical kitsch object then? Not necessarily. After all,
today’s most successful Black Forest souvenir is based on an award-winning design for modern
clock cases by architect Friedrich Eisenlohr from 1850 (Jüttemann, 2000). These two examples
show how cutting-edge design and avant-garde art may shade gradually into kitsch and that
postmodern artists play deliberately with the resulting ambiguity. How might Kulka’s definition
account for different degrees of kitschiness? As Kulka (1996) already suggests, each of his three
criteria should be conceptualized as a continuous variable rather than a distinct category: “The
more clearly, saliently, and unambiguously the picture complies with our three conditions, the
more paradigmatic an example of kitsch it is” (p. 38). Hence, the product of the following three
continuous variables should give us a fairly good estimate for kitschiness of a visual stimulus
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c):

Kitschiness = positive valence× identifiability× conventionality (1)

Equation 1. Codomain of dependent and independent variables: 0-1.

This formula seems suitable for the empirical study of kitsch since it allows for straightforward
operationalization: Standardized rating scales are certainly the easiest way to measure kitschi-
ness, positive emotional valence, identifiability, and conventionality (1=not at all kitschy ; 7=very
kitschy). However, with kitsch being a highly derogatory term, it seems advisable to combine
such self-reports with implicit measures (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). At least, according to Re-
iter, Ortlieb, and Carbon (2015), there is preliminary indication that explicit kitsch judgements
and implicit attitudes toward kitsch may differ significantly (see Chapter 2.5 and cumulus A.11).
Apart from implicit associations (md-IAT; Gattol et al., 2011), “[v]alence and intensity of an
emotional response could be assessed via facial expressions (EMG; Cacioppo et al., 1986; Noldus
FaceReaderTM; Weth et al., 2015) [. . . ], while naming latencies and name agreement might serve
as behavioral measures of identifiability and conventionality (see Snodgrass and Vanderwart,
1980)” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 9). In Chapter 3 I shall propose a link between aes-
thetic evaluation and social distance regulation that opens further possibilities for the implicit
assessment of aesthetic liking via unintentional body movements associated with attraction and
repulsion. Raab, Shengelia, and Carbon (2012) have developed a promising method to mea-
sure the motoric correlates of affective responses by means of a digital balance board (Nintendo
WiiTM). Another asset of Kulka’s kitsch criteria is that they may be operationalized in many
different ways. As I shall show in the next section, they are also well in line with a culture
capital account of popular taste and, at least partly, compatible with concepts from hedonic
fluency theory.

5For digital reproductions of Kinkade’s works see: https://thomaskinkade.com
6Perhaps an allusion to the more ancient convention of hierarchical scale, where relative size of figures in paintings

or sculptures reflects their social status and importance for the depicted scene (Sofron, 2015).
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2.4 Just Loving and Loathing It

“Nobody likes kitsch, it’s too popular.”

—Norman, 2004, p. 46

Whoever writes about kitsch is sooner or later caught up in a major contradiction between its
tremendous popularity and its supposed aesthetic badness. Many authors agree “that its ap-
peal consists of an immediate emotional response, without intermediate reasoning (Benjamin,
1982/2002; Cǎlinescu, 1987; Greenberg 1939; Kulka, 1996; Menninghaus, 2009; Simon-Schäfer,
1980)” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 11). More specifically, I claim that this unreflective emo-
tional response results from at least three different sources: “The positive emotional charge of
its content and the inherently pleasant experience of effortless processing on a perceptual and
a conceptual level” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 9). Furthermore, I argue that these success
factors of kitsch also make for its poor reputation.

Form follows content. According to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1979/1984), popular taste
is governed by two basic principles which stand in sharp contrast to those of high art: namely,
primacy of content over form and the principle of unconditional accessibility and enjoyment.
Both principles jointly imply that popular works “have to represent something that perceivers
can easily relate to their everyday experience, while stylistic choices are made to ensure immediate
apprehension of the depicted subject matter (Hanquinet et al., 2014)”(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c,
p. 9-10). Kitsch epitomizes these two principles like no other aesthetic category: In perfect
agreement with the first one, Kulka (1996) holds that “[i]n kitsch paintings, unlike in real art,
what is represented is more important than how it is rendered” (p. 80), while its content-
independent properties—immediate identifiability and conventionality—represent the “principle
of immediacy, immediacy of access, immediacy of effect, instant beauty” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p.
8). But which principle accounts for its mass appeal? Kulka (1996) has a simple answer to this
question: “People are attracted to kitsch because they like its subject matter” (p. 28). Indeed,
in one of the few studies that actually examined the role of content for aesthetic appreciation,
Martindale, Anderson, and West (1988) report that “[a]t least for artistically näıve observers,
meaning is by far the most important determinant of preference” (Martindale, 1990, p. 42).

Fluency-affect link. Apart from Melamid and Komar’s ironical consumer poll, there is ample
evidence from social psychology and empirical aesthetics that people tend to prefer visual stimuli
that are cognitively undemanding, i.e. pictures of familiar objects (Zajonc, 1968) with prototyp-
ical features (Martindale & Moore, 1988), clear contours (Reber et al., 1998), and a canonical
viewpoint (Palmer et al., 1981). These findings have led to the “hedonic marking of fluency
hypothesis” (Winkielman et al., 2003, p. 75) which states that fluent processing is pleasurable
in itself and that whatever is processed with relative ease will be associated with positive affect
and therefore receive more favorable evaluations. Regarding aesthetic evaluations, the authors
of the Hedonic Fluency Model (HFM) go as far as to claim that “[t]he more fluently the per-
ceiver can process an object, the more positive is his or her aesthetic response” (Reber et al.,
2004, p. 366).7 As I have pointed out, the content-independent aspects of kitsch—immediate
identifiability and conventionality—are tantamount to processing fluency at a perceptual and
a conceptual level (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). According to Reber, Schwarz, and Winkielman
(2004), perceptual and conceptual fluency stand for “the ease of identifying the physical identity
of a stimulus” (p. 367) and the “ease of mental operations concerned with stimulus meaning and
its relation to semantic knowledge structures” (p. 367). Extensive evidence for a fluency-affect
link as well as the remarkable conceptual correspondence have led me to expect that identifi-
ability and conventionality add to the hedonic value of kitsch beyond the positive emotional
charge of its content (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). However, one must not overestimate the role
of processing speed. Traffic signs are also perfectly standardized and easily identifiable (even
at night or in bad weather). And yet, like road maps and technical drawings, they hardly ever

7The assumption of a general fluency-positivity link is highly questionable. Flashbacks in people who have gone
through traumatic events, for example, indicate that effortless processing is not necessarily linked to positive
affect. This particular limitation of the HFM has been addressed by Albrecht and Carbon (2014), who posit
that fluency only amplifies the intensity of a stimulus’ initial valence. Moreover, as several studies show, the
mere exposure effect may be reversed after reaching its highest magnitude between 10 and 20 presentations
(Bornstein, 1989).
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arouse tender feelings of affection.8 Obviously, hedonic fluency may greatly amplify but cannot
fully compensate for the impact of emotionally rich content. To account for this primacy of
content, the relationship between kitsch appeal and the three potential sources of hedonic value
is described as a power function (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c):

Kitsch appeal = positive valence(perceptual fluency×conceptual fluency) (2)

Equation 2. Codomain of dependent and independent variables 0 < x ≤1.

Although this “triad of pleasant content-related associations, perceptual and conceptual fluency”
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 11) provides a plausible explanation for the appeal of kitsch, it
cannot explain why kitsch is, above all, a term of abuse. What is wrong with kitsch? Isn’t it
perfectly reasonable to prefer things that are convenient and agreeable?

Refusal of the facile. Theaters, concert halls, and art galleries have been described as fitness
studios of the mind where people stretch and exercise their mental abilities on works of art
(Mandel, 1967). In contrast, kitsch has been compared to fast food and pornography (Waibl,
2004) with which it shares the before mentioned principles of mass appeal: primacy of content
and immediacy of access. Again, it was Bourdieu (1979/1984) who observed that “the whole
language of aesthetics is contained in a fundamental refusal of the facile” (p. 486); whatever
appears “easy in the sense of simple, and therefore shallow, and ‘cheap’ [is dismissed], because it
is easily decoded and culturally ‘undemanding’” (p. 486). This “refusal of the facile” (Bourdieu,
1979/1984, p. 486) can be traced back to 18th century Rationalism, when foundations for
aesthetics were laid inter alia by Alexander Baumgarten (1750/1983). To Baumgarten, aesthetics
was not so much about art and beauty but “a new branch of epistemology dedicated to the
preconditions of gaining knowledge from sensual experience (scientia cognitionis sensitivae)”
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 12). If aesthetic value implies new insights, kitsch is, of course,
disqualified because it draws on familiar, well-tried artistic conventions (clichés) and avoids
whatever might create new associations or spark controversy at the expense of spontaneous
emotional enjoyment.

Pleasure versus interest. With explicit reference to the Kantian opposition of dependent
beauty (anhängende Schönheit) and free beauty (freie Schönheit), Graf and Landwehr (2015)
have combined a dual-process perspective with fluency-based aesthetics and epistemic motiva-
tion. Their Pleasure-Interest Model of Aesthetic Liking (PIA) distinguishes two kinds of aesthetic
appreciation: “[P]leasure is a backward-oriented process that is not associated with the motiva-
tion for further exploration of the target, whereas interest also has a forward-oriented character
related to the motivation for learning” (Graf & Landwehr, 2015, p. 404; emphasis added). At first
glance, this fluency-based distinction maps neatly onto the opposition of kitsch and avant-garde
art. Besides, the model informs us who will prefer the one over the other and why:

Designed to create a particularly smooth processing experience that ‘directly feels
good on an affective level’ (p. 397), kitsch should excel in the initial ‘default type of
aesthetic stimulus processing’ (p. 399). For perceivers with a low motivation to learn,
this inherently pleasurable processing experience directly translates into a positive
aesthetic evaluation. However, when it comes to controlled processing, kitsch fails
to arouse continuing interest. As an easy-to-process stimulus, it frustrates perceivers
with a high need for cognitive enrichment in that it leaves them with what they
know. In this case, the positive first impression (How cute!) should be overwritten
by a negative interest-related judgement (How kitschy!). (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c,
p. 13-14)9

Indeed, Reiter, Ortlieb, and Carbon (2015) have found preliminary evidence for a dissociation
of explicit and implicit attitudes toward kitsch that might support the PIA model’s micro-
genetic two-stage theory of aesthetic evaluation. After looking more closely into this comparison

8The pedestrian traffic light of the former German Democratic Republic—the so-called Ampelmännchen—which
is still in use regionally, makes an interesting exception to this rule: This icon has indeed become a popular
souvenir and may release nostalgic feelings.

9Notably, this distinction is based only on processing characteristics, withholding all content-related differences.
This limitation of the PIA will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 5 (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c).
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of explicit and implicit measures, I report on a cross-cultural study on kitsch concepts from
Bavaria, Serbia, and Slovenia. Subsequently, a functional model will be devised that tells us
when and why people are attracted to (or repulsed by) kitsch based on the dynamics of social
motivation.

2.5 Explicit Kitsch Judgements and Implicit Associations

“Don’t we secretly love kitsch?”

—Finsler, 1956, p. 270, trans. by S.O.10

Deep inside everyone has a heart for kitsch although hardly anyone will admit it. This assertion
is made in many writings on kitsch (Kundera, 1984/1987; Cǎlinescu, 1987; Schmidt, 1994; Kulka,
1996) and our formula for success suggests that there are indeed good reasons to enjoy kitsch.
According to a dual-attitude perspective, conscious and unconscious representations of highly
judgemental or controversial concepts are expected to differ significantly (Wilson et al., 2000).
In the case of kitsch, implicit attitudes should prove more favorable than explicit ones. This
hypothesis was tested by Reiter, Ortlieb, and Carbon (2015) based on a within-subject compar-
ison of implicit associations and explicit ratings. Results were presented at the 38th European
Conference on Visual Perception (ECVP) in Liverpool (see cumulus A.11).

Stimulus material. An Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz,
1998) requires two concepts (e.g., two rivaling brands) as well as paired visual stimuli to rep-
resent them (e.g., two brand logos). In the present study, the concepts “kitschy” and “plain”
were represented by two types of everyday objects: richly decorated cups with figurative motifs
(kitschy cups) and unadorned monochrome bowls (plain bowls). Based on a previous rating
study (N =12), ten images of extraordinarily kitschy cups and ten images of particularly plain
bowls were selected from a pool of self-devised digital photographs. According to the rationale of
the IAT, the stimuli representing the two concepts must be clearly distinct. Our images of cups
and bowls meet this requirement. They were distinguishable by a simple rule: If the bowl on the
picture has a handle, it’s a cup. Moreover, it seems safe to assume that most people are about
equally familiar with cups and bowls and will not prefer the one or the other class of objects per
se.11 Apart from their function, I argue, the depicted objects are only distinct with regard to
kitschiness, i.e. the studied concept of interest.

Procedure. The main study included two parts: One part required explicit ratings (7-point
Likert scales), the other one targeted multiple implicit associations (md-IAT; Gattol, Sääksjärvi,
& Carbon, 2011).12 To control for effects of sequence, participants were randomly assigned to
one of the following conditions: In the first condition implicit associations were assessed prior
to the explicit ratings. In the second condition the two parts were carried out in reverse order.
In a computer-based procedure the images of high-kitsch cups and simple bowls were evaluated
with regard to three pairs of complementary attributes: (1) plain versus kitschy, (2) ugly versus
beautiful, and (3) worthless versus valuable. In the explicit part, the same three dimensions were
measured by 7-point Likert scales (e.g., 1=plain; 7=kitschy).

Sample. The sample comprised 31 participants (17 women and 14 men; M age=27.0 years;
SDage=5.2). All of them showed normal or corrected to normal visual acuity and were unaware
of the experimental hypothesis.

Results. There were no significant differences between the two conditions. Intercorrelations
between explicit and implicit measures were generally low (rplain-kitschy=-.107; rugly-beautiful=-
.097; rworthless-valuable=.143). In terms of explicit evaluations, cups were consistently rated more
kitschy, ugly, and worthless than bowls. Regarding the multi-dimensional IAT-profile, only for
the kitschy-plain dimension a significant difference in reaction times was obtained, t(30)=2.49,
p = .019. In words: the attribute “kitschy” was more readily applied to the images of cups,
while the bowls were more quickly associated with “plainness”. This was not the case for the

10Original version: “Lieben wir nicht im Geheimen den Kitsch [. . . ]?” (Finsler, 1956, p. 270)
11Even a general fear of household objects (Oicophobia) or porcelain dishes (Dishophobia) would affect both

classes of objects in the same way.
12Unlike the classical IAT (Greenwald et al., 1998), the multi-dimensional IAT (md-IAT) by Gattol, Sääksjärvi,

and Carbon (2011) allows for pairwise comparisons on more than one dimension.
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other two dimensions. Although cups and bowls differed significantly in terms of kitschiness (and
plainness, respectively), both types of objects were perceived as equally valuable and worthless,
beautiful and ugly.

Discussion. Explicit ratings indicate that “kitsch” was used as a derogatory term. In the
md-IAT, however, participants were able to discriminate images of cups and bowls only with
regard to kitschiness and plainness. This finding underscores the validity of the stimulus mate-
rial used. However, it also provides first indication in support of the idea that kitsch is possibly
better than its reputation and that “we all have an itch for kitsch” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 234),
whether we like it or not. What do we make of the observed dissociation of implicit and explicit
measures? At least three possible explanations come to mind: (1) The observed discrepancy
could imply that participants are in fact unaware of their susceptibility to kitsch. (2) Alterna-
tively, they might be well aware of their weakness for kitsch but unwilling to admit it. In the
latter case, explicit ratings reflect a desire to make a good impression, rather than a person’s
true feelings about kitsch. In both cases, the md-IAT would be the preferable method since it
is not as easy to manipulate as ratings. Both interpretations would certainly complicate the
empirical study of kitsch: For if we cannot rely on what people tell us about kitsch, all self-
report data would have to be backed by implicit measures. (3) Last but not least, one could
surmise that explicit ratings and implicit associations measure different things. According to a
meta-analysis by Hofmann and colleagues (2005), intercorrelations between implicit and explicit
measures are generally low. This has fueled a still ongoing debate concerning reliability and
validity of IAT-measures (Azar, 2008). In the light of such methodological concerns, one must
not overinterpret a single IAT-study. Future research has to show whether the present findings
can be replicated and extended beyond everyday objects. Ideally, such studies should include not
only a larger variety of stimuli but also different explicit and implicit measures (e.g., emotional
footprint or a micro-genetic approach to kitsch judgements) to account for methodological issues.

2.6 Article: A Cross-Cultural Comparison of Kitsch Concepts

With increasing scholarly attention in the 1920s the German word Kitsch was quickly adopted
by many modern languages (Cǎlinescu, 1987), including Slovenian and Serbian. This remarkable
international career raises two important questions: Is the colloquial meaning of kitsch still
consistent with the original artworld term? And when people from different cultures say “kitsch”
do they mean the same thing? Both questions were explored by Ortlieb, Stojilović, Rutar,
Fischer, and Carbon (2017) in a cross-cultural study comparing kitsch concepts from Bavaria
(Kitsch), Serbia (Kič), and Slovenia (Kič). Results were first presented at the 39th European
Conference on Visual Perception (ECVP) in Barcelona (Ortlieb, Rutar, et al., 2016) and later
published in the peer-reviewed journal Psihologija receiving the best paper award (see cumulus
A.5; Ortlieb, Stojilović, Rutar, Fischer, & Carbon, 2017).13

Theoretical background. Variables and hypotheses for the present study were derived “from the
extensive literature on kitsch and art” (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017, p. 358). Cǎlinescu’s (1987)
claim that “kitsch was and still is a highly derogatory word” (p. 235) led us to expect that kitsch
and liking ratings would be negatively correlated. Based on Kulka’s (1996) kitsch criteria (see
Chapter 2.2), it was hypothesized that kitsch judgements are a function of positive emotional
valence, familiarity, and determinacy. While art is enjoyed for its arousal potential (Berlyne,
1971), it has been stated that kitsch is a product of mass culture and as such “specifically
designed to induce relaxation” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 241). If so, kitsch should be perceived as
non-threatening and hardly arousing. And yet, according to our formula for success (see Chapter
2.4), the exact same combination of benign, emotionally rich content, and processing ease may
also account for the appeal of kitsch. Which person-related variables might determine whether
something is despised as kitsch or enjoyed for its comforting qualities? Another set of possible
moderating variables was identified from the relevant literature: Namely, art expertise, ambiguity
tolerance, basic value orientation, age, and gender.

13Except for the discussion, which is newly written, several of the following passages are identical with the 2016
conference poster.
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Stimulus material. Since the word kitsch may apply to a great variety of aesthetic phenomena
(see Chapter 2.1), we sought to reduce complexity by focusing on the visual domain in general
and everyday things in particular. A set of 200 digital photographs of souvenirs (e.g., miniature
Eiffel tower), giftware (e.g., ornamented porcelain cups), toys (e.g., teddy bear), collectibles (e.g.,
action figures), devotional (e.g., religious icons), and decorative objects (e.g., plastic flowers) was
created for the study. Another eight photos of plain household objects were included as control
stimuli (for example stimuli see cumulus A.5).

Procedure. The study was conducted in parallel at the Universities of Bamberg, Ljubljana,
and Belgrade according to the same procedure: After answering demographical questions, partic-
ipants completed a self-devised art expertise questionnaire (Carbon, unpublished), the Inventar
zur Messung der Ambiguitätstoleranz (IMA; Reis, 1996), and the Short Schwartz’s Value Survey
(SSVS; Lindeman & Verkasalo, 2005), the SSVS-G (Boer, 2014) respectively.14 Then, the 208
images of everyday things were presented to the participants in a computer-based procedure, who
rated them with regard to liking, familiarity, determinacy, arousal, perceived threat, and kitsch-
iness on 7-point Likert-scales. Stimuli were presented in a random order, while the sequence of
rating dimensions was identical for every stimulus.

Sample. The sample comprised a total of 36 participants from Bavaria (n=12; M age=22.7
yrs., SD=7.6), Slovenia (n=12; M age=25.3 yrs., SD=9.8), and Serbia (n=12; M age=19.3 yrs.,
SD=0.9). Each subsample was balanced in terms of gender ratio (six women and six men). All
participants were näıve to the purpose of the study. Most of them were psychology students who
attended for partial course credit (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017).

Results. Across all subsamples, liking and kitsch were negatively correlated, b=-0.41, t(7140)=
41.52, p < .01, d=0.50 (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017). Multilevel modeling with crossed random
effects (Hox, 2010; Heck et al., 2013) was used to identify best predictors for liking and kitsch
judgements. According to the kitsch model, kitschy objects were described “as non-threatening,
determinate but hardly arousing” (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017, p. 357), while the liking
model revealed a general preference for “[p]articularly non-threatening and mildly arousing kitsch
objects” (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017, p. 357). The role of threatening content and familiarity
was moderated by gender: Appreciation of non-threatening stimuli was more pronounced among
female than among male participants. Besides, only for women a positive interrelation between
familiarity and liking was obtained. Independently of gender or nationality, SSVS-scores for
Self-transcendence made a very good predictor for liking (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017).

Discussion. Regardless of the participants’ cultural background, kitsch was used as a deroga-
tory term. The moderately high correlation between liking and kitsch, however, indicates that
kitsch objects were not downright rejected. Moreover, across all three subsamples, “liking of
kitsch objects was positively linked to emotionally arousing items with non-threatening content”
(Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017, p. 357). Perhaps the most interesting finding, however, is that,
apart from the Bavarian sample, kitsch/kič ratings were significantly and concordantly related to
threatening content. This observation deserves closer examination since it challenges the above
kitsch definition which insists that kitsch is limited to positive emotional content (see Chapter
2.2). In a follow-up study, it might be worthwhile to collect qualitative self-reports on the stimuli
used to clarify whether this is a general aspect of the Serbian and Slovenian reading of kič or
just an artefact of the stimulus material used.

Like all studies, the present cross-cultural comparison of kitsch concepts has its limitations.
First of all, choice of stimuli was made by researchers from the University of Bamberg based
on their personal and possibly culture-specific notion of kitsch. To avoid this bias, future cross-
cultural studies should include self-selected kitsch stimuli in addition to standardized ones. Cer-
tainly, the most significant limitations of this study are its small homogeneous samples. Especially
its homogeneity regarding educational background stands in the way of making generalizations
for each of the three cultures.

Apart from looking at larger and more diverse samples, future cross-cultural research might
also consider examining differences and commonalities between kitsch and related concepts from
other languages. The Spanish term cursi, for instance, conveys a similarly complex and contra-
dictory notion of bad taste as kitsch, but is widely unknown outside of Spanish-speaking countries

14Slovenian and Serbian versions were translated from the English SSVS-scale by Lindeman and Verkasalo (2005).
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(Cǎlinescu, 1987).15 In Japanese, where kitsch did not enter everyday language, the word kawaii
(cute) deserves closer examination. Although both terms seem closely connected by the concept
of cuteness, they represent complementary evaluations since kawaii is used to express aesthetic
appreciation (Ngai, 2012). Indeed, a first study suggests that visual stimuli from the BaRoCK
database spawn complementary responses in students from Germany and Japan (Ortlieb et al.,
2021). Like kitsch, the kawaii concept proves internationally successful (Yano, 2013). With
cuteness as a dominant aesthetic category of digital culture (Wittkower, 2012) and consumerism
(Ngai, 2012), scholarly interest in the conditions of kawaiiness and their commercial exploitation
(kawaii engineering ; Ohkura, 2019) is on the rise. Kawaii not only seems to focus on a very
specific but increasingly important aspect of the broader concept of kitsch. According to Ngai
(2012), its international career also prefigures “a ‘soft’ aesthetic emerging from the sphere of
mass culture as opposed to high art” (p. 58). A more general reason to take interest in the rise
of aesthetic categories such as kitsch (or kawaii) is that “[b]y the laws of (linguistic) evolution
this is a strong indication that the emergence of the word met a widespread and urgent need”
(Menninghaus, 2009, p. 40). What need might that be in the case of kitsch? In the following
I shall establish a possible connection between the opposing concepts of kitsch and avant-garde
art and two antagonistic needs deeply rooted in human attachment behavior.

15Referring to Ramón Gómez de la Serna’s (1943) essay Lo cursi, Cǎlinescu (1987) claims that it is “the only
single word that suggests both the deceptive and self-deceptive aspects of bad taste that are implied in kitsch.
The aesthetic paradoxes involved in the notion of cursi are very similar to those of kitsch” (p. 233).
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3 Paradox #2: When Familiarity Breeds Contempt—Of Kitsch
and Social Motivation

“Kitsch changes according to style, but remains always the same.”

—Greenberg, 1939, p. 10

How much kitsch can you bear today?—This is the title of a mixed-media installation by artist
and marketing consultant Jörg Schorn (2010). It consists of a large color reprint of Baby Je-
sus on Mother Mary’s lap feeding doves. The image is only partly visible through an antique
window frame, while the rest is covered by a pink screen. Frame and screen may be shifted
horizontally across the canvas disclosing different details. Depending on the image section the
beholder chooses, identifiability of the subject matter is more or less impaired.16 This art-
work, which could serve well as an experimental apparatus to test the role of identifiability in
kitsch classification, suggests that attitudes toward kitsch are not fixed but may change on a
daily basis. Is there any empirical indication for an occasional “itch for kitsch” (Cǎlinescu,
1987, p. 234)? And if so, why are we sometimes drawn to kitsch rather than repulsed by it?
Studies from social psychology and empirical aesthetics show that appreciation of novel and fa-
miliar stimuli may vary depending on the observer’s current affective state: Novelty becomes
more attractive when people feel safe (Carbon et al., 2013), happiness apparently “cools the
warm glow of familiarity” (de Vries et al., 2010, p. 321), and under the impression of mortality
concerns abstract paintings lose much of their appeal (Landau et al., 2006), while decorative
everyday things are rated less kitschy (Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016, see cumulus A.10).

Figure 4: Kitsch appeal, is it dynamically
related to attachment behavior?
Drawing by the author.

This situational variability in aesthetic liking is
hardly compatible with the idea that taste judg-
ments are determined by social status (habitus)
or art expertise (Bourdieu, 1979/1984). Yet a
dynamic view of kitsch also stands in contrast to
its conceptualizations on a cultural level where
it is identified with stale, motionless academism
(Greenberg, 1939) and the mechanical reproduc-
tion of familiar forms (Benjamin, 1935/1969).
Amidst the routine upheaval of avant-garde art,
kitsch is the only constant of modern West-
ern aesthetics. It has, in fact, been described
as “the contemporary form of the Gothic, Ro-
coco, Baroque” (Wedekind, 1917, quoted from
Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 225) and the 20th century
as the era of kitsch (Elias, 2004/1934).17

Pitted against avant-garde art kitsch appears hopelessly outdated. Yet on a day-to-day basis
it never seems to grow old. How can kitsch be highly dynamic and unchanging at the same time?
Before I delineate a functional model that relates short- and long-term changes in aesthetic liking
to a basic mechanism of social distance regulation, whose regulatory circuits, I claim, govern
both the seesaw dynamics of human attachment behavior and the peculiar on-again, off-again
relationship with kitsch, I would like to raise a more general question: Why are novelty and
familiarity in aesthetics valued to different degrees in different contexts and at different times
and stages of life?

16For a digital reproduction of Schorn’s (2010) work see: https://joergschorn.com/Objekte
17Many now respectable art historical labels, including Gothic and Baroque, were originally terms of abuse (Elias,

2004/1934). Yet to the best of my knowledge these terms were all originally used against artistic innovation.
In the case of kitsch, however, scorn is for the first time directed against the traditional ways.
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3.1 Novelty and Familiarity

“Something in kitsch refers to homeland and familiarity.”

—Schmidt, 1994, p. 143

Philosopher Edmund Burke (1757/1990) long ago remarked that “we are creatures vehemently
desirous of novelty, [and at the same time] strongly attached to habit and custom” (p. 188).
Indeed the roles of novelty and familiarity in aesthetics have been studied intensively albeit one-
sidedly by two complementary lines of research: According to Berlyne’s (1971) new experimental
aesthetics, aesthetic experience is a form of exploratory behavior with a strong emphasis on the
arousal potential of new or otherwise difficult-to-process stimuli. Novelty, of course, is ephemeral.
Sooner or later, people get used to new things until they take them for granted. This “gradual
loss of interest in repeated stimuli [. . . ] is a universal property of all nervous tissue” (Martindale,
1990, p. 11) called habituation. According to Martindale’s (1990) evolutionary theory of artistic
and literary change, habituation is the engine of art history. Its mild but constant “pressure
for novelty” (p. 12) is what shapes individual artistic careers and drives stylistic innovation.
He argues, for example, that “[f]ew people liked Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata when it was first
played: it broke too many rules. If we dislike it today, it is for an opposite reason: It doesn’t break
any rules at all” (p. 22). But do people really dislike it? A multitude of recent recordings with
millions of views and likes on YouTubeTM suggests otherwise. Even after some two hundred years,
popularity of Beethoven’s once revolutionary piano piece remains unbroken.18 The invigorating
charm of the new, I argue, cannot account for the evergreens and timeless classics of our aesthetic
tradition, let alone the popularity of kitsch (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c).

Inspired by Zajonc’s (1968) discovery of “attitudinal effects of mere exposure” (p. 1) another
prolific area of research emerged that seems more suitable for understanding kitsch as a mass
phenomenon (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). The so-called “mere exposure effect” (MEE) predicts
that appreciation of a stimulus will increase with repeated exposure. This familiarity-positivity
link proves remarkably robust (Bornstein, 1989) and extends to a wide range of stimuli from
abstract visual characters (Zajonc, 1968) and edible substances (Pliner, 1982) to haptic stimuli
(Jakesch & Carbon, 2012). This increase of appreciation, however, tends to level off after some
ten to twenty exposures (Bornstein, 1989). Research on the MEE has paved the way for the
more general “hedonic marking of fluency hypothesis” (Winkielman et al., 2003, p. 75) which
states that the experience of effortless processing is in itself a source of positive affect that will
translate into more favorable aesthetic evaluations.

According to Kulka’s (1996) kitsch criteria and our success formula (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c),
familiarity should be essential for any account of kitsch: After all, conventionality implies fa-
miliarity which is only another word for identifiability. Most importantly, however, repeated
exposure is needed for a stimulus to acquire personal meaning and a strong affective charge.19

As early as 1866, Fechner made a strong case that the formation of emotionally rich associations
requires previous exposure. Unlike arousal potential, meaning has a monotonically increasing
relationship with preference (Martindale, 1990): “the more meaningful something is, the better
people like it” (p. 42). So, the reasons why we enjoy Beethoven’s piano sonata No. 14 after
repeated exposure, are probably different from those that delighted us at first listening. Ad-
mittedly, the Moonlight Sonata is a special case, as its popular title (which was coined after
Beethoven’s death) already excites the imagination. Listening to it for the second or third time,
however, will create new layers of personal meaning by evoking memories and mental imagery.
For the overall impression of any aesthetic stimulus, these aspects will become increasingly im-
portant, while the excitement with formal innovativeness and psychophysical stimulus properties
diminishes. With repeated exposures, I expect the appeal of an aesthetic stimulus to shift away
from its formal properties toward content-related associations and personal meaning. Future
research has to show whether this is also the key to understanding the longevity of kitsch. For-

18Of course, every generation discovers the classics anew (Martindale, 1990) and it is through reinterpretation and
rearrangement that some of their initial arousal potential may be revived. Nevertheless, based on Martindale’s
premises, one would expect a decline in popularity over such a long period of time.

19With exception of innate affective responses to babies, snakes, or spiders, that is. As part of an innate releasing
mechanism, these stimuli do not require previous exposure to trigger an affective response (Hoehl et al., 2017).

23



3 Paradox #2: When Familiarity Breeds Contempt—Of Kitsch and Social Motivation

mally, it may not be all too exciting, but its emotionally rich motif invites personal associations
that create a peculiar sense of attachment and belonging.

As I shall point out in due course, such content-related aspects are widely ignored by the two
above mentioned research strands. For now, I conclude that predictions made by an arousal-
and a fluency-based aesthetics are highly contradictory. They are, in fact, just as contradictory
as modern Western aesthetics with its seemingly irreconcilable opposition of avant-garde art and
kitsch (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). Since both lines of research and theorizing have their merits
and a good deal of evidence supporting them, the crucial question is when and why the excitingly
new is preferred over the well-tried and familiar and vice versa.

3.2 Curiosity and Nostalgia

“Kitschy objects [. . . ] are aids to memory.”

—Norman, 2004, p. 47

In an interview art collector François Pinault confessed that he bought his first painting in 1972
because the woman on the picture looked like his grandmother. Today, of course, he is well
aware that this is a ridiculous motivation to buy art. Nevertheless, the Impressionist painting by
Sérusier still takes a special place in his private collection for it brings back memories of a time
when he was a young man who knew very little about art (Sandberg & Pinault, 2021). This
anecdote illustrates that an artwork may be cherished for very personal reasons and/or admired
for its sheer innovativeness. Moreover, it suggests that these reasons are not equally valued
among art aficionados. Can art be enjoyed for the wrong reasons? It is with the appearance
of “‘art for art’s sake’ and ‘pure poetry’,” Greenberg (1939) informs us, that “subject matter
or content becomes something to be avoided like the plague” (p. 9). Although it still adheres
to this highbrow doctrine of style over content, the Pleasure-Interest Model of Aesthetic Liking
(PIA) by Graf and Landwehr (2015) offers a compelling explanation why people feel attracted
to novel rather than familiar aesthetic stimuli or vice versa. It posits that aesthetic liking has
its source in one of “two hierarchical, fluency-based processes” (p. 395) with different outcomes:

Evaluations of pleasure (i.e., immediate affective reactions) result from an initial
gut-level process that is stimulus-driven and does not involve cognitive elaboration,
while judgements of interest arise from a controlled, higher-order process that is
activated by stimulus-based affordances [e.g., novelty] and/or the perceiver’s need for
cognitive enrichment [curiosity]. (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 13)

According to Graf and Landwehr (2015), “pleasure is a backward-oriented process that is not
associated with the motivation for further exploration of the target, whereas interest also has a
forward-oriented character related to the motivation for learning” (p. 404). This characterization
recalls Greenberg’s (1939) distinction between avant-garde art and a cultural “rear-guard [. . . ]
to which the Germans give the wonderful name of Kitsch” (p. 9). As mentioned before, the
PIA predicts that a familiar or otherwise easy-to-process-stimulus will provoke complementary
preference patterns depending on the viewer’s epistemic motivation. In case of a low motiva-
tion to learn, the experience of effortless processing yields positive aesthetic evaluations. As
for perceivers with a high need for cognitive enrichment this first pleasure-related appraisal is
overridden by a negative interest-related one (Graf & Landwehr, 2015).

Thanks to Berlyne’s (1971) ground-breaking work, “the motivational importance of factors
like novelty, complexity, surprise, and ambiguity” (p. viii) for aesthetics is widely acknowledged
and extensively studied. Likewise, Zajonc’s (1968) MEE and the hedonic marking of fluency
hypothesis have inspired much research. However, like the two research strands it integrates,
the PIA fails to recognize the role of content and personal meaning in the formation of aesthetic
judgements (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). Is a stronger motivation than personal interest even
conceivable? The example of nostalgia suggests that highly familiar easy-to-process-stimuli may
be just as cognitively stimulating as cutting-edge artworks. For instance, when they remind us
of a by-gone era or the absence of relevant others when we are far away from home. Defined by
Sedikides et al. (2008) “as a sentimental longing for one’s past” (p. 305), nostalgia combines the
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Greek words for “returning to one’s native land” (nostos) and “pain, suffering, or grief” (algos)
(Holak & Havlena, 1992). Strangely enough, nostalgia is a comparatively new field of research
(Sedikides et al., 2008). This backward-oriented counterpart of curiosity and its possible effects on
aesthetic choices, I think, deserves further examination. Not only for its close ties with kitsch, but
also for its connections with social motivation. According to Wildschut et al. (2008), “[t]he most
frequently reported trigger [for nostalgia] was negative affect (‘I think of nostalgic experiences
when I am sad as they often make me feel better’), and, within this category, loneliness was
the most frequently reported discrete affective state (‘If I ever feel lonely or sad I tend to think
of my friends or family who I haven’t seen in a long time’)” (Sedikides et al., 2008, p. 305).
Moreover, according to Batcho (1998; 2007), “individuals who are high in nostalgic tendencies
also report higher preferences for activities that involve interaction with other people, as well as a
stronger preference for song lyrics containing other-directed themes rather than solitary themes”
(Loveland et al., 2010, p. 395). Both a need for arousal and the triggers of nostalgia point to
social motivation. In social motivation there is a similarly contradicting preference pattern like
the one between arousal- and fluency-based aesthetics. Namely, what Bischof (2001) calls the
“primordial conflict of autonomy and intimacy” (p. 1).

3.3 Autonomy and Intimacy

“Whether it is a garden gnome, the sound of Bing Crosby launching
into ‘White Christmas’, the blinking innocent eyes of Bambi or the
words of Patience Strong, the kitsch phenomenon is there as strong
and recognisable as your mother’s face.”

—Scruton, 2014

Again Burke (1757/1990) was the first to suppose that the appeal of novelty and familiarity,
surprise and predictability in aesthetics arise from two complementary social motives: The sub-
lime, he claimed, creates strong sensations of “delightful horror” (p. 123) that appeal to a drive
for self-preservation, while the beautiful evokes “sentiments of tenderness and affection” (p. 39)
that resonate with a drive for attachment. As a result, viewers prefer to admire the sublime from
a safe distance (tigers at the zoo), while they feel a strong urge to approach the beautiful (fluffy
kittens).20 The Zurich Model of Social Motivation (hereafter the Zurich Model) by Norbert
Bischof (1975; 1993; 2001) is a psychobiological systems theory of physical distance regulation
in social animals, including homo sapiens. In a nutshell, it suggests that two antagonistic needs
for arousal and security motivate us to build, maintain, or dissolve social ties. Depending on the
currently prevailing need, we either seek the proximity of familiar others who radiate warmth
and protection or make contact to strangers who arouse our (sexual) interest. The Zurich Model
further specifies that the relative importance of arousal and security changes across the life span
(Bischof, 2001) and that it tends to differ between male and female individuals (Bischof-Köhler,
2006).

Independently of gender, security is of vital importance during infancy and childhood. It is
ideally represented by one’s primary caregivers or any other “individual with a homelike quality
[Heimvalenz ] that is always available providing one with a secure base, where one may seek shel-
ter, whenever one feels lonely or threatened” (Bischof, 2009, p. 417, trans. S.O.).21 Detection of
familiarity is essential for human infants, because it is the most distinctive feature of homelike
individuals and the best estimate for kinship (Bischof, 2001). In his evolutionary account of
the MEE, Zajonc (2001) argues that familiarity is a valid safety signal and that different de-
grees of familiarity allow for quick and effortless risk assessment. The logic of sexual selection,
however, requires that potential mating partners should not be close relatives. Thus, during
puberty the security-oriented preference pattern has to be at least temporarily transformed into
an arousal-driven one to reliably prevent incestuous relationships (Bischof, 2001). As a result,

20Interestingly, Burke (1757/1990) also “speculates about physiological correlates of the sublime and the beautiful:
When we are exposed to something beautiful, we experience an ease of tension, whereas the encounter with a
sublime object induces a state of increased tonicity” (Ortlieb, Fischer, & Carbon, 2016, p. 2-3).

21Original: “Das Individuum mit Heimvalenz ist ständig verfügbar und bietet dem Subjekt eine behütende Basis,
bei der es Zuflucht suchen kann, wann immer es sich einsam und bedroht fühlt” (Bischof, 2009, p. 417).
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an aversion toward familiar individuals (parents and siblings) is observable in adolescents as
the “exotic becomes erotic” (Bem, 1996, p. 320). If social motivation and aesthetic liking are
functionally connected as Burke (1757/1990) claims, one would certainly expect the sharp in-
crease in appetence for novelty (aversion for familiarity) during puberty to affect affiliative and
aesthetic choices in a likewise manner. Indeed, there is strong indication that consumption of
highly arousing media—horror movies and intense music—peaks in this particular age group
(Blothner, 2004; Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2013). More generally, it seems that

[a]s a young person’s claim for autonomy awakens, a shift in aesthetic preferences
takes place: For instance, choice of music, clothing, and hairstyle are no longer aligned
with their parents’ aesthetic standards. Quite the contrary: as curiosity for the
exciting outside world—especially peers and idols—intensifies, the familiar sphere of
the parental home becomes increasingly ‘dull,’ ‘stuffy,’ and ‘kitschy’ (Stemmle, 1931;
Dettmar and Küpper, 2007) (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 2)

From his personal recollections, Avenarius (1920) reports, that in the early 1900s young aspiring
artists expressed their contempt for works of their well-established predecessors by scorning them
as kitsch and their creators as “Kitschiers” (p. 222). Is kitsch a symptom of inter-generational
conflict? So far, this is only anecdotal evidence. To investigate the possible connections between
aesthetics and social motivation more closely and systematically is the task of the next section.

3.4 Article: A Functional Model of Kitsch and Art

“I call beauty a social quality.”

—Burke, 1757/1990, p. 10

Language of aesthetics is rich in metaphors of interpersonal space. Art is often described as
distant, aloof, unapproachable or inaccessible (Fig. 5), while kitsch tends to be close at hand,
touching, or even intrusive. In a similar vein, Walter Benjamin (1927/2002) once asserted that
“art begins at a distance of two meters from the body [while] in kitsch, the world of things
advances on the human being” (p. 238). The Functional Model of Kitsch and Art by Ortlieb
and Carbon (2019b) takes these words almost literally for it rests on the basic assumption that
social distance regulation and aesthetic evaluations are governed by the same laws of attraction
and repulsion. Prior to its publication in the peer-reviewed journal Frontiers in Psychology (see
cumulus A.3), the model was publicly summarized in three invited talks at the 2012 Conference
for Popular Aesthetics in Bratislava, the 2015 Visual Science of Art Conference (VSAC) in
Liverpool, and the 2016 MVE-Conference on Evolutionary Aesthetics in Berlin. Firstly, I shall
introduce the model’s variables and point out their individual connections with ideas and findings
from empirical aesthetics. Secondly, I will illustrate how their dynamic interplay is expected to
modulate aesthetic appreciation.

Four of its components derive from the Zurich Model (Bischof, 1975, 1993, 2001), a psychobi-
ological systems theory of physical distance regulation in man and other social animals. More
specifically, it accounts for the contradicting requirements of attachment and mating behavior
and “simulates the transition from a state of attachment to familiar conspecifics and fear of
strangers to a stage of detachment from the familiar and exploration of the stranger” (Bischof,
1975, p. 801). It takes three motivational systems to do so: (1) the arousal system, (2) the secu-
rity system, and (3) the autonomy system. A fourth one—the auxiliary coping system—stands
by in case one of the previous is blocked by an obstacle. What are these subsystems for and how
do they relate to aesthetic evaluations? The arousal system tracks the “unspecific activation
pattern of the sympathetic nervous system that accompanies ‘interest, fascination, curiosity, as
well as feelings of alarm and fear’ (Schneider, 2001, p. 10122)” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 7).
To determine whether the actual level of arousal is adequate, it is continuously compared to an
internal reference variable named Enterprise (see [1] in Fig. 6). If activation falls below this indi-
vidual set point, an appetence for arousal arises ([2] in Fig. 6): One is “likely to show exploratory
behavior in search for [someone or] something excitingly new (curiosity). Conversely, whenever
arousal exceeds enterprise, [one] experience[s] sensory overload resulting in a temporary aversion
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Figure 5: Rembrandt’s (1642) The Night Watch displayed in a glass enclosure. Own photo.

to further collative stimulation (distress)” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 7). Apparently, the
arousal system centers on the main variable of Berlyne’s (1971) new experimental aesthetics. Its
activity should therefore inform us about an individual’s current interest in novel or otherwise
arousing stimuli, including avant-garde art (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b).

The security system regulates notions of warmth and safety usually conveyed by primary
caregivers (Schneider, 2001). As security unites feelings of intimacy and protection, the security
system monitors both a need for safety and a need for relatedness ([3] and [4] in Fig. 6). Its
reference variable is labeled Dependency ([5] in Fig. 6):

As long as dependency exceeds security, needs for safety and relatedness are main-
tained. This induces the subject to show attachment behavior, that is, to reduce
the distance to a person who is able to provide security. The opposite situation,
frequently encountered in puberty, results in an aversion against security and conse-
quently in an avoidance of familiar persons (surfeit behavior). (Schneider, 2001, p.
10122)

Activity of the security system and fluency-based aesthetics are intimately related through the
variable of familiarity (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). Since the security system takes familiarity as
a token for safety and relatedness (Bischof, 2001), its actual state should also tell us something
about a person’s current responsiveness to familiar and otherwise easy-to-process stimuli with a
positive affective charge (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). An appetence for security is thus expected
to render kitsch more attractive because it unites these properties in a prototypical way. The
opposite inclination should be observable whenever a state of security aversion prevails.

Autonomy system. Throughout infancy and childhood the security system easily overrides
the arousal system. With adolescence, however, tables turn on security as the requirements of
mating behavior come to the foreground (Bischof, 2001). This includes detachment from siblings
and primary caregivers and is accompanied by an increasing interest in unfamiliar conspecifics. A
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third motivational system is responsible for this profound shift of priorities in social motivation.
With its reference variable Autonomy claim ([6] in Fig. 6), the autonomy system regulates one’s
current aspiration for independence and self-determination, that is, to what degree an individual
is motivated to free itself from external control and to act upon its own rules and principles
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b):

[Whenever] individuals feel an appetence for autonomy, they are assumed to be-
have assertively by becoming threatening, demanding, or even aggressive. In the
opposite case, if individuals have too much autonomy and feel aversive, they will
show submissive behaviors such as behaving humbly or servilely. (Schneider, 2001,
p. 10123)

Autonomy is a key concept to modern Western art as its variegated avant-garde movements join
forces in the “breakup of traditional aesthetic authority” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 4). In accordance
with Martindale’s (1990) conjecture, that “art evolves toward greater arousal potential [. . . ] only
when artists have sufficient autonomy from external forces and institutions” (p. 218), our model
predicts that a demand for autonomy always comes with an increased appetence for arousing
aesthetic stimuli and a distaste for familiar ones (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). Following the
Zurich Model, the autonomy system is superordinated to the prior two. Its reference variable
(Autonomy claim) adjusts the set points of the security system and the arousal system by lowering
Dependency and raising Enterprise. Consequently, an appetence for arousal is more likely to arise
when Autonomy claim is high, “while needs for safety and relatedness are tuned down” (Ortlieb
& Carbon, 2019b, p. 9). In the case of autonomy aversion, “needs for safety and relatedness
stand a good chance to prevail over a need for arousal” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 9).

Self-efficacy. Apart from its superordinate position, the autonomy system “receives its input
from a different source than the other two systems. A person’s autonomy claim increases with
his or her notion of achievement: When we succeed in solving problems and obtain other peo-
ple’s admiration or acknowledgements our notion of self-confidence increases (Schneider, 2001)”
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, pp. 8-9). For the sake of conceptual clarity, the input variable of
the autonomy system has been identified with Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy concept ([7] in Fig.
6), reflecting “a person’s confidence in his or her own ability to complete tasks, solve problems,
and achieve goals” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 9). This concordant connection of self-efficacy,
autonomy claim, and arousal appetence is well in line with a widely held view that taste judge-
ments reflect power relations (Burke, 1757/1990; Nietzsche, 1882/2001; Bourdieu, 1979/1984;
Braungart, 2012). Confidence in one’s abilities, however, varies across different domains. This
is where previous knowledge, especially art expertise, come into play. Apart from the previous
components of social motivation it is hypothesized that

[o]ne’s current level of art expertise defines the anchor point on a continuous di-
mension connecting the polar opposites of easy-to-process aesthetic objects (kitsch)
and difficult-to-process ones (avant-garde art). The more art expertise we command,
the closer our anchor point will be to the avant-garde pole and vice versa. Wherever
our frame of (p)reference may be located on this dimension, we expect to observe
the following dynamics relative to this individual anchor point: Prevalent needs for
safety and relatedness will shift the aesthetic comfort zone away from the initial set
point into the direction of the kitsch pole, while needs for arousal and autonomy will
push it toward the avant-garde pole. (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, pp. 9-10)

Effects should be strongest, when physical distance regulation is ruled out and imbalances of the
security or the arousal system must be remedied in a different way (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b).
This is when the auxiliary coping system kicks in. By default, needs for arousal, security, and
autonomy are regulated by adjusting one’s physical distance to familiar or alien conspecifics.
What happens when this is not possible due to a physical barrier or social constraints, say,
measures to contain a pandemic? Social distancing, for example (Fig. 7), runs against the
tendency to draw close to familiar others under uncertain and trying conditions. On the other
hand, curfews and quarantine measures may increase tensions by forcing members of a household
to stay within close range. The so-called coping system offers different coping strategies. One of
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Figure 6: The Functional Model of Kitsch and Art (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). Legend: Arrows
with a “+” indicate that if variable [1] is high, variable [2] is elevated. Arrows with “-”
signify an inhibitory relationship (e.g., if variable [1] is high, variable [3] is diminished).

them is invention. It includes creating and operating with symbols, a particularly effective way
(if not the most powerful one) to bolster one’s need for belongingness (Solomon et al., 1991).
In everyday life, symbolic representations may compensate for the absence of significant others
(e.g., mementos, photos, or text messages). Already at an early age, children grow fond of
objects that help them self-regulate distress (Winnicott, 1953). Similar to such comfort objects
and security blankets of their childhood days, adults use keepsakes to maintain feelings of safety,
relatedness, and achievement in the face of adversity (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton,
1981). In Chapter 3.6, I will present preliminary evidence that

people with different anxiety-related coping styles respond differently to everyday
things: Participants with little confidence in their own abilities who claimed to be
rather intolerant of uncertainty and highly vigilant about threatening information
(sensitizers) rated decorative objects more likable and less kitschy than participants
who overestimated their abilities and habitually avoid or deny threatening cues (re-
pressors). This complementary preference pattern in sensitizers and repressors di-
rects our attention to the final component of our model: regulatory focus. (Ortlieb
& Carbon, 2019b, p. 10)
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Regulatory focus. According to the Zurich Model, there can be either too much or too little
arousal, security, and autonomy. A significant overdose of each variable will result in avoid-
ance behavior; a lack thereof will cause appetence behavior. On a cognitive level, this dualism
of appetence and avoidance directly corresponds to two motivational orientations proposed by
Regulatory Focus Theory (Higgins, 1998):

One directing us toward preventing threats (prevention focus) and another one that
promotes opportunities for growth and achievement (promotion focus). A prevention
focus clearly reflects a need for safety in that it increases our sensitivity to possible
threats in our environment. Besides, it motivates us to protect and maintain our
present knowledge structures. By contrast, a promotion focus is rooted in a need for
learning and achievement that closely resembles an appetence for arousal (curiosity):
It increases our sensitivity to opportunities rather than potential risks. Thus, a
promotion focus entails the urge to extend or at least modify one’s present knowledge.
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 10)

Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008) have made a compelling case that “fluently processed
stimuli implicate prevention goals that maintain and protect knowledge [while] novel stimuli
implicate promotion goals that reshape and expand knowledge” (p. 305). This distinction is
well in line with our previous characterizations of kitsch and avant-garde art (Ortlieb & Carbon,
2019b). Since immediate identifiability is a defining property of kitsch, we expect regulatory
focus and appreciation of kitsch to be dynamically interrelated. To conclude, I briefly outline
these dynamics regarding the above components.

System dynamics. Figure 6 shows the entire cascade of variables connecting self-efficacy expec-
tations with aesthetic choices. In a safe and predictable environment, one’s notion of self-efficacy
should be highest. Accordingly, “the reference variables of the autonomy system (Autonomy
claim) and the arousal system (Enterprise) are increased, while the reference variable of the
security system (Dependency) is tuned down” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 11). Hence, a need
for arousal is more likely to arise than a need for security. In a state of appetence for arousal,
people are expected to show increased interest in unfamiliar conspecifics as well as in new, cogni-
tively challenging aesthetic objects. In an unfamiliar, potentially threatening context, however,
this preference pattern should be reversed: Due to a low level of self-efficacy, Autonomy claim
and Enterprise are reduced, while Dependency is stepped up. More often than not, this should
result in an appetence for safety and relatedness. In this state, the model claims, people will be
attracted not only to familiar others but also to easy-to-process aesthetic objects with a positive
emotional charge.

Discussion. The Functional Model of Kitsch and Art rests on three propositions: Firstly,
it posits an alignment of aesthetic and affiliative preferences through a “mechanism of social
distance regulation that has evolved in social [animals] to reconcile needs for safety and intimacy
with needs for arousal and autonomy” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 12). Secondly, it states that,
in Western modernity, the underlying conflict between “tradition and innovation has produced
a particularly clear-cut dichotomy of kitsch and avant-garde art” (p. 12). Thirdly, it claims
that kitsch and avant-garde art ideally represent two types of aesthetic experience—a backward-
and a future-oriented one—with distinct processing characteristics. In sum, the present model
offers an integrative view on the “dynamics of aesthetic appreciation” (Carbon, 2011, p. 708)
by uniting ideas from art history, empirical, and evolutionary aesthetics with a systems theory
of social motivation (Bischof, 2001), a dual-process approach to fluency-based aesthetics (Graf
& Landwehr, 2015), and Regulatory Focus Theory (Higgins, 1998). How does the resulting
framework enrich theorizing in empirical aesthetics? What new research questions does it raise,
or problems does it solve that current theoretical models are missing out?

The idea that everyone has a heart for kitsch and that aesthetic evaluations might vary on a
daily basis, is hardly compatible with the assumption that aesthetic standards are fixed for life
by a person’s habitus. Unlike Bourdieu (1979/1984), the model can account for experimental
data showing that attitudes toward abstract paintings (Landau et al., 2006), innovative design
(Carbon et al., 2013) or kitschy everyday objects (Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016) are sensitive
to affective states.
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By acknowledging the eminent role of emotionally rich content for the mass appeal of kitsch,
it also goes beyond the PIA (Graf & Landwehr, 2015), which deliberately and needlessly ex-
cludes this success factor of popular aesthetics from its purview by focusing solely on processing
characteristics. This seemingly incidental shortcoming of the PIA deserves closer examination
and will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 5.1 (On the Shoulders of Giants).

Building on a psychobiological theory with clear developmental implications, the functional
model also suggests that these small-scale oscillations are superimposed onto long-term dynamics
in aesthetic preferences following the reference variables across the individual lifespan: Depen-
dency should be highest during infancy and childhood, before it dips down to an all-time low
with the onset of puberty, while Enterprise takes a complementary course with a sharp in-
crease in adolescence. Throughout adulthood, Dependency and Enterprise are thought to be
relatively fixed apart from variability caused by critical life events, before, in old age, needs
for safety and relatedness (i.e., Dependency) regain importance (Planinc et al., 2013). Do aes-
thetic preferences change accordingly? Up to now, findings on this topic are anecdotal and
inconclusive. Against the model’s prediction, that children should prefer familiar stimuli, Born-
stein’s (1989) meta-analysis finds weaker mere exposure effects in school children than in adults.
On the other hand, research on media usage shows that a preference for horror films is high-
est among (male) teenagers aged between 15 and 19 years (see for example Blothner, 2004).

Figure 7: Please keep your distance! Botero
(1996): Reclining Woman with
Fruit. Own photo.

Since cross-sectional data is always to a certain ex-
tent confounded with fashion and other aspects of
Zeitgeist, a stringent test of these dynamics would
require longitudinal data. More naturalistic stud-
ies might also include the assessment of critical life
events and their possible effects on aesthetic eval-
uations.

Social behavior is a broad theme in literature
on gender differences (for example Eagly & Wood,
1991). Hence, the Zurich Model also predicts gen-
der differences with regard to Dependency and En-
terprise (Bischof-Köhler, 2006): On average, males
of all age groups are expected to show a lower
level of Dependency and a higher level of Enter-
prise compared with females (Gubler & Bischof,
1993). Since our model proposes a close connec-
tion between social motives and aesthetic prefer-
ences, concordant gender-related differences should
be detectable in studies on aesthetic liking. Again,
available findings are contradictory. Cross-cultural
data strongly suggests that women tend to show
a greater openness to aesthetics than men (Costa
et al., 2001). Two studies on art perception found
that, on average, female participants rated paint-
ings with troubling content less favorably than men
(Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010; Ortlieb, Fischer,
& Carbon, 2016). This relates to similar findings
from basic research, showing that women tend to rate visual stimuli with negative affective con-
tent more arousing and show stronger physiological reactions than men (Bradley et al., 2001;
Gard & Kring, 2007; Spalek et al., 2015). Finally, there is preliminary indication that men and
women tend to respond differently to kitsch objects (Vlasova et al., 2019; Fischer et al., 2019).
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Practically all of these conjectures go against Martindale’s (1990) Psychological Theory of
Aesthetic Evolution which deals with the perspective of artistic production and denies the im-
portance of social forces for the understanding of artistic change. Martindale goes as far as to say
that it takes a “social vacuum” (p. 15) for artistic innovation to flourish. Given complete auton-
omy (that is, artists creating art for art’s sake), he argues, speed and extent of stylistic change
are determined solely by habituation and the principle of least effort: “Habituation forces the
poet to express himself or herself in new ways. The principle of least effort leads one to do this
in the least bothersome way, and [thereby] prevents explosive increases in novelty” (Martindale,
1990, p. 12). At first glance, this appears highly questionable: How might habituation explain
the surge of artistic innovation in Western modernity? Why was this agent of change suspended
throughout age-long periods of continuity in art history? And how can the principle of least effort
possibly account for pre-historic monoliths, ancient pyramids, and Gothic cathedrals? Despite
its poor face validity, Martindale’s theory makes very accurate retrodictions of developments
in poetry, painting, and music over many decades and even centuries of art history. However,
our model complements it in two respects: Firstly, it adds the observer’s perspective on novelty
and change in aesthetics. Secondly, it introduces the possibility of intra- and interindividual
variability, especially age- and gender-related differences. So far, these possibilities are ruled
out by Martindale’s (1990) basic assumption concerning the “uniformity of nature [with regard
to aesthetic evolution in] that people are always and everywhere about the same” (p. 4). In
fact, most studies by Martindale and his research group have been conducted only with female
undergraduates. Both models could be tested against each other simply by showing Martindale’s
original stimulus material to samples with different age groups and a balanced gender ratio.

So far, kitsch is treated as a special case of the more general relationship between aesthetics
and coping behavior. It would be interesting to learn more about the specific triggers for kitsch
consumption. According to a survey by Sedikides et al. (2008), negative affect and especially
feelings of loneliness are the most frequently reported triggers of nostalgia. If the supposed
connections between needs for safety and belonging, nostalgia and a backward-oriented aesthetics
hold true, kitsch consumption should be the preferential coping strategy whenever people feel
lonely or ostracized.

Like every theory, our model has its limitations. Apart from missing feedback loops it is not
sufficiently formalized to allow for a dynamic computer-based modeling. Nevertheless, it makes
testable predictions regarding its reference variables that allow for a stationary systems analysis.
Two such hypotheses have been addressed in a correlative study and two experiments.

3.5 Is Kitsch More Popular with People Who Value Security over Arousal?

The Functional Model of Kitsch and Art posits that appreciation of kitsch is a function of basic
needs for security and arousal (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). People with a high need for security are
expected to rate familiar, unambiguous, and emotionally rich stimuli more favorably than people
with a high need for arousal. Are individuals with a pronounced need for security and a low
arousal tolerance more receptive to kitsch? This question was addressed in a rating study based
on the standardized Motive Profile Following the Zurich Model (MPZM; Schönbrodt, Unkelbach,
& Spinath, 2009). Results were presented in 2019 at the 7th Visual Science of Art Conference
(VSAC) in Leuven (Vlasova et al., 2019).22

Hypotheses. If the preceding model is correct, two linear interactions should be observable:
(1) Individuals with higher MPZM-scores for security should rate familiar, unambiguous, and
emotionally rich stimuli more likable and less kitschy than individuals with lower security scores.
Regarding the complementary arousal motive this response pattern should be reversed: (2)
People with higher MPZM-scores for enterprise (need for arousal) should rate the same stimuli
less likable and more kitschy than individuals who score lower on enterprise.

Stimulus material. A total of 208 self-devised digital photographs of everyday objects were
used as stimuli. Most of these images (k=200) showed a variety of souvenirs, toys, and collectibles
as well as devotional and decorative objects. The rest (k=8) depicted plain household objects
which served as control stimuli.

22Preliminary results were presented at the 6th VSAC in Trieste (Vlasova et al., 2018, see cumulus A.9).
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Procedure. The study was conducted in a perceptual laboratory at the University of Bamberg.
After testing of visual acuity and color vision, participants provided socio-demographical infor-
mation (gender, age, level of education). Moreover, they completed the MPZM (Schönbrodt et
al., 2009) as well as the Angstbewältigungs-Inventar (ABI; Krohne & Egloff, 1999).23 The MPZM
consists of thirty items targeting five basic motives from the Zurich Model of Social Motivation
(Bischof, 2001): security, enterprise (i.e., need for arousal), power, prestige, and achievement.
Every MPZM-item combines a statement (e.g., “I need familiar people around me” or “I’m al-
ways looking for new experiences”) with a 6-point Likert scale (1=very untypical for me, 6=very
typical for me). Subsequently, participants saw the 208 images in a computer-based procedure
and rated them on six 7-point Likert scales for liking (1=I do not like it at all, 7=I like it very
much), familiarity (1=not at all familiar, 7=very familiar), determinacy (1=not at all deter-
minate, 7=very determinate), arousal (1=not at all exciting, 7=very exciting), perceived threat
(1=not at all threatening ; 7=very threatening), and kitschiness (1=not kitschy at all ; 7=very
kitschy). The images were presented in a random order, while the sequence of ratings was the
same for each image. In the debriefing participants were asked to speculate about the purpose
of the study.

Sample. The sample (N =96) comprised fifty women and forty-six men (M age=22.2 years;
SD=5.1). Most of them were psychology students from the University of Bamberg who attended
for partial course credit. All participants showed normal color vision and normal or corrected to
normal visual acuity and were unaware of the study’s hypotheses.

Results. The MPZM-scores for security (SEC) and enterprise (ENT) as well as ratings for
liking and kitsch were analyzed to test the two hypotheses. Prior to data analysis the sample
was split into three homogeneous groups with regard to each of the two MPZM-scales: low
scorers (nSEC low=31; nENT low=32), moderate scorers (nSEC mod=34; nENT mod=31), and high
scorers (nSEC high=31; nENT high=33) were grouped together. For both scales the 33rd and
67th percentile served as cut-off criteria. Descriptively, mean liking ratings decreased across the
three enterprise groups, while kitsch ratings peaked among the moderately high scorers. For the
security groups all measures were trending into the predicted direction: liking was lowest among
the low scorers and highest among the high scorers, while kitsch ratings decreased monotonously
across the three security groups.

To obtain a more detailed picture, an analysis of covariance with three repeated indepen-
dent factors (gender, MPZM-groups, items) was conducted for each MPZM-scale. Gender was
included as an independent factor since women showed significantly higher MPZM-scores for
security than men, t(94)=4.250, p < .001, and gender ratio varied accordingly between low (22
men; 9 women), moderate (17 men; 17 women), and high scorers (7 men; 24 women). Due to the
diversity of visual stimuli in terms of liking and kitsch ratings, items were treated as a repeated
measurement factor. Moreover, as several stimuli stood out in terms of threatening content,
ratings of perceived threat were also included as a covariate to control for this source of variance.

A first three-way repeated measures ANCOVA showed the expected linear interaction for
kitsch and liking ratings across the three security groups, F (1, 206)=38.105, p < .001, η2

p=.156.
Upon closer examination, this effect was attributable mainly to the ratings of female partici-
pants. In the male subsample kitsch and liking ratings hardly varied across the three groups.
Regarding the three enterprise groups, another three-way repeated measures ANCOVA revealed
a complementary, albeit weaker, linear interaction for kitsch and liking ratings, F (1, 206)=9.503,
p = .002, η2

p=.044. Again, results differed for men and women. Apart from lower liking ratings
among high scorers neither kitsch nor liking varied across the three enterprise groups in the
male subsample, whereas for female participants the interaction for kitsch and liking ratings was
confirmed. And yet, apart from trending into the expected direction, it followed a curvilinear
rather than a linear trend across the three enterprise groups.

Discussion. Is kitsch more popular with people who value security over arousal? At first view,
this seems to be the case. And yet, although the overall trends go into the predicted direction,
this cannot disguise the fact that (A) the big picture only holds for female participants, (B) the
observed effect is stronger for security than for enterprise scores, and (C) interrelations seem
to follow an inverted U-shaped curve rather than a linear trend. What do we make of these

23ABI-results were analyzed separately and are reported in the next section.
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observations? Above all, findings are supportive of the idea that there is a connection between
basic social motives and aesthetic evaluations. This, I claim, is further underscored by the
obtained effect for gender. Should there be a functional connection between social motivation
which is a broad theme in research on gender differences and aesthetic evaluations, it seems only
logical that such differences should surely be reflected by the latter. As far as the asymmetry of
effects is concerned, it also seems consistent with the assumption of a connection between kitsch
and security needs. After all, only potential kitsch stimuli were used in this study. If kitsch
answers to needs for security and affiliation and its defining properties become more attractive
when the observer features a prevention focus (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b), it seems only logical
that interrelations between MPZM-scores for the security motive and responses to kitsch stimuli
should be closer than with the less relevant enterprise dimension. Nevertheless, the question
remains why participants with a moderately high enterprise score (need for arousal) showed a
similar answer pattern as participants with a high need for security. It could be that kitsch
serves different purposes in arousal management. Perhaps, it is not only liked for its capacity to
ease tension (calming down) but also for a mildly arousing effect (cheering up). Explanations for
the observed curvilinear trends remain a matter of conjecture. Besides, both the Zurich Model
and the MPZM distinguish between three potential sources of self-efficacy: power, prestige, and
achievement. It would be desirable to include these variables into the current functional model,
especially since they would establish a theoretical connection with ideas from art sociology stating
that a refined taste and a “refusal of the facile” (Bourdieu, 1979/1984, p. 486) are used to rate
and rank people in status hierarchies.

The next section is dedicated to the data on anxiety-related coping styles and aesthetic pref-
erences that were collected in the same study and which will help clarify some of the above
questions and provide additional fodder for discussion.

3.6 Do Anxiety-Related Coping Styles Modulate Kitsch Judgements?

“Kitsch is the quickest means of reconciling oneself to circumstances.”

—Schmidt, 1994, p. 141

According to Ortlieb and Carbon (2019b), there is a functional relationship between kitsch
and coping behavior. Whatever shakes our confidence or sense of security will make us more
susceptible to the consoling properties of kitsch. This shift in aesthetic appreciation is expected to
be more pronounced whenever social support is unavailable and one has to use mental strategies
to deal with a potentially threatening situation (e.g., taking an exam). If so, people with different
anxiety-related coping styles should respond differently to kitsch. Theoretically, two classical
concepts in coping research—repression and sensitization (Byrne, 1964; Krohne, 1989, 1993)—
are particularly interesting as they allow for the following straightforward deductions:

Individuals with little confidence in their own abilities, who are particularly in-
tolerant of uncertainty and highly vigilant about threatening information (sensitiz-
ers) should find kitsch more likable than people who overestimate their abilities and
habitually avoid or deny potentially threatening information to evade strong affect
(repressors). (Fischer et al., 2019, p. 1)

Do anxiety-related coping styles modulate appreciation of kitsch? To answer this question, data
from the Angstbewältigungs-Inventar (ABI; Krohne & Egloff, 1999)—a standardized question-
naire for the scenario-based assessment of habitual anxiety-related coping behavior—were ana-
lyzed and the results presented at the 7th Visual Science of Art Conference (VSAC) in Leuven
(Fischer et al., 2019, see cumulus A.8).

Theoretical background. Repressors and sensitizers are distinct with regard to vigilance and
cognitive avoidance (Krohne, 1993). While repressors combine a high level of cognitive avoidance
with a low level of vigilance, the opposite is the case for sensitizers. People who score low (or
high) on both vigilance and cognitive avoidance are referred to as non-defensive, respectively
ineffective copers. In the present study it was assumed that the answers of ineffective copers
would correspond to those of sensitizers, while non-defensive copers were expected to respond
like repressors (Fischer et al., 2019).
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Stimulus material. As previously mentioned (see Chapter 3.5), 208 self-devised digital pho-
tographs of everyday objects were used. A majority of these images (k=200) depicting miscel-
laneous decorative objects (kitsch stimuli), while the rest (k=8) showed plain household objects
(control stimuli).

Procedure. For the assessment of anxiety-related coping styles the ABI (Krohne & Egloff,
1999), a standardized scenario-based questionnaire was used. Before taking the ABI, participants
underwent a test of visual acuity and color vision, answered some socio-demographical questions,
and completed the MPZM-scales (Schönbrodt et al., 2009). Subsequently, they were instructed
to rate 208 images in a computer-based procedure on six 7-point Likert scales with regard to
liking, familiarity, determinacy, arousal, perceived threat, and kitschiness.

Sample. 95 out of 96 participants were included (49 female; 46 males; M age=22.2 years;
SD=5.1)24; a majority of which were psychology students from the University of Bamberg who
attended for partial course credit. All of them had normal color vision and normal or corrected
to normal visual acuity and were näıve to the study’s hypotheses.

Results. Prior to data analysis the sample was split into four subgroups: According to the
cut-off criteria from the ABI-manual, sensitizers (n=27), repressors (n=35), ineffective copers
(n=27) who scored high on vigilance and cognitive avoidance, and non-defensive individuals
(n=6) with low scores on both dimensions were identified. To account for the great variability
of liking and kitsch ratings across the 208 images, stimuli were treated as separate units in
an ANOVA with two repeated independent factors (coping style and rating item). Regarding
sensitizers and repressors, the following interaction was hypothesized:

H1: µ(kitschiness− liking)sensitizer < µ(kitschiness− liking)repressor

A groupwise comparison revealed differences and commonalities among the four subsamples:
Repressors and ineffective copers rated kitsch objects less likable and more kitschy than typical
sensitizers and non-defensive copers. While the general interaction of rated items and coping
styles showed a highly significant effect for the objects, F (2.33,621)=64.17; p < .001; η2

p=.237, a
specific contrast analysis for repressors and sensitizers revealed a highly significant effect across
all stimuli, F (1,207)=157.97; p < .001; η2

p=.433. An additional gender-related analysis showed
that the contrast effect for repressors and sensitizers was more pronounced in the male subsample,
F (1,207)=222.08; p < .001; η2

p=.518, than among female participants, F (1,207)=15.73; p < .001;
η2
p=.071 (Fischer et al., 2019).

Discussion. Are sensitizers more receptive to kitsch than repressors? Indeed, sensitizers
rated kitsch stimuli more favorably than repressors. Unexpectedly, responses of non-defensive
individuals resembled those of sensitizers, while the answer pattern of repressors was similar to
that of ineffective copers. Since repressors and ineffective copers share a high level of cognitive
avoidance, these commonalities might “reflect a general reluctance to admit feelings, including
the untroubled affection provided by kitsch” (Fischer et al., 2019, p. 1). Furthermore, results
differed between men and women: “In terms of liking, differences between coping-styles were more
pronounced in the male subsample. As liking ratings hardly varied across coping styles among
female participants a smaller interaction effect was obtained for the female subsample” (Fischer
et al., 2019, p. 1). Gender differences are much-discussed in literature on social motivation
and anxiety-related coping behavior. And yet, they are understudied in empirical aesthetics
although there is strong indication that this might be a highly relevant issue, both theoretically
and empirically (Ortlieb, Fischer, & Carbon, 2016). If there is a connection between social
motivation and aesthetic appreciation as postulated by our model, gender differences in needs
for security and arousal should make themselves felt in aesthetics. I shall return to this issue in
the general discussion.

24One participant was excluded due to missing values in the ABI questionnaire.
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3.7 Does Mortality Salience Affect Kitsch Judgements?

“Kitsch is a folding screen set up to curtain off death.”

—Kundera, 1984/1987, p. 253

The knowledge that death is inevitable poses a threat to one’s sense of safety and control. It has
been argued that the arts help us deal with this unsettling certainty in that they provide death-
transcending meaning (Landau et al., 2010). What happens to aesthetic evaluations when we
reflect on our own mortality? Terror Management Theory (TMT) assumes that people will favor
unequivocal signs of their own cultural beliefs over unfamiliar and ambiguous ones to ease their
fear of death (Solomon et al., 1991). Relevant studies suggest that reminders of mortality tend
to amplify both positive and negative attitudes toward aesthetic objects. Under the impression
of mortality concerns, art that resonates with the beholder’s worldview is rated more positively,
while works that defy meaningful interpretation (e.g., untitled abstract paintings) are rated more
negatively (Landau et al., 2006). How might these findings relate to kitsch? More specifically,
how does death awareness affect responses to kitsch? Since kitsch is clearly a derogatory term
used to contrast significant artistic achievements, TMT would predict that kitsch is judged more
negatively when mortality is salient. However, with the Functional Model of Kitsch and Art
as a background, the opposite should be the case: By conveying a highly familiar, perfectly
clear-cut, and consoling message, kitsch should become more attractive whenever our notion of
self-efficacy is impaired, for example, by mortality concerns. Unlike TMT, the model by Ortlieb
and Carbon (2019b) posits that changes are not specific for mortality salience but should be
observable under the influence of any treatment that affects notions of safety and self-efficacy.
Two experiments were conducted to test these mutually exclusive hypotheses using the mortality
salience paradigm. Results were presented in 2016 at the 4th Visual Science of Art Conference
(VSAC) in Barcelona (Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016, see cumulus A.9).

Experiment #1. The first experiment was conducted online. Participants were randomly
assigned either to a mortality salience (MS) or a dental pain condition (DP)—which is a stan-
dard control condition in research on TMT. They were either instructed to reflect on their own
mortality (MS) or think about their feelings before seeing a dentist due to acute dental pain (DP).

Figure 8: Error bars indicate ± 1 SEM (Ortlieb,
Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016).

After a brief distraction task, participants
rated 21 self-devised digital images of deco-
rative objects on three 6-point rating scales
for liking (1=I do not like it at all ; 6=I like
it very much ), acceptance (1=not acceptable
at all, 6=perfectly acceptable), and kitschi-
ness (1=not kitschy at all ; 6=very kitschy).
A third group of participants rated the stim-
uli without any previous treatment (control
group).

Sample. A total of 50 students (44 women
and 6 men) from the University of Bamberg
participated in one of the two experimen-
tal conditions (M age=21.0 years, SD=4.8).
The control group comprised 50 students
(45 women and 5 men; M age=23.7 years,
SD=5.0). All participants received partial
course credit.

Results. Ratings for kitschiness, (M grand=4.2, SD=0.7; α=.88), liking (M grand=2.5, SD=0.6;
α=.81), and acceptance (M grand=1.9, SD=0.5; α=.76) were compared using one-way ANOVAs.
For post hoc testing Bonferroni correction was applied. Neither liking nor acceptance differed
across conditions (all ps > .094). For kitsch ratings, however, a main effect was detected,
F (2,97)=5.29, p=.007, η2

p = .10: Under the influence of mortality concerns (M =4.0, SD=0.6)
kitsch ratings were reduced compared with the control group (M =4.5, SD=0.6), t(76)=3.19,
p=.011, d=0.77 (Fig. 8).
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Experiment #2. To secure findings from the first experimental study, the second experiment
was conducted in a lab setting at the University of Bamberg. Participants were randomly assigned
either to one of two mortality salience conditions (MS-solitary; MS-group) or a car accident
condition (CA). In the first MS-condition, participants were tested solitarily (MS-solitary); in
the second they were tested in groups of three participants (MS-group). Otherwise, both MS-
conditions were identical: All participants were asked to reflect on their own mortality. In the car
accident condition participants were instructed to reflect their feelings after a severe car accident.
After a brief distraction task all participants rated the 21 images from the first study in terms
of liking (1=I do not like it at all ; 6=I like it very much) and kitschiness (1=not kitschy at all ;
6=very kitschy).

Sample. A total of 95 students (73 women and 22 men) from the University of Bamberg
participated in one of the three experimental conditions (M age=22.4 years, SD=4.4). The control
group from the first study served as a control group (45 women and 5 men; M age=23.7 years,
SD=5.0). All students participated for partial course credit.

Results. Ratings for kitschiness (M grand=4.2, SD=0.8; α=.90) and liking (M grand=2.5, SD=0.6;
α=.81) were compared using a one-way ANOVA (treatment condition). Bonferroni was used for
post hoc tests. Again, no main effect was obtained for liking. A one-way ANOVA (treatment con-
dition) revealed a main effect for kitsch, F (3,141)=4.68, p=.004, η2

p = .09: Kitsch ratings were
diminished for both the MS-solitary (M =3.9, SD=0.8) and the MS-group condition (M =3.9,
SD=0.8) compared with the control group (M =4.5, SD=0.6), t(76)=3.31, p=.018, d=0.78,
t(84)=3.28, p=.010, d=0.73 respectively (Fig. 9).

Discussion. How does mortality salience affect explicit attitudes toward kitsch? Is it rated
more negatively or more positively? The online and the lab experiment showed consistent
albeit inconclusive results. Compared to the control group, kitsch ratings were significantly
reduced whenever mortality was salient, and only then, while liking ratings did not change
(Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016). Hypotheses that kitsch would generally become more lik-
able under the impression of troubling thoughts—be it that of one’s own death, a severe car
accident or dental pain—were not confirmed. Presumably, the experimental conditions affect
notions of safety and self-efficacy differently: Car accidents and dental pain are not inevitable.

Figure 9: Error bars indicate ± 1 SEM (Ortlieb,
Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016).

Thus, we may deny our personal risk or take
precautions. Mortality, on the contrary, is un-
deniable and there is nothing we can do about
it. That only the mortality salience conditions
influenced kitsch judgements certainly corrob-
orates TMT rather than our model. And yet,
the direction of the observed changes in kitsch
ratings is more in line with the Functional
Model of Kitsch and Art than with TMT. The
interesting dissociation of liking and kitsch
ratings could be the first stage of an implicit
adaptation process preceding changes in ac-
ceptance and liking (Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Car-
bon, 2016). This tentative explanation should
be examined more closely together with the
observed dissociation of implicit and explicit
kitsch-related attitudes (Reiter et al., 2015)
by combining explicit and implicit measures (md-IAT; Gattol, Sääksjärvi, & Carbon, 2011) with
a repeated evaluation procedure (RET; Carbon & Leder, 2005).

Both experiments have shortcomings future studies should avoid. Average kitsch ratings from
the control group were generally high. The obtained effects for kitsch could therefore be ceiling
effects. Future studies should include moderately kitschy (likable) stimuli to ensure that an
increase in kitsch ratings is equally likely to show.

Failure to replicate classical TMT-related findings by a recent multi-lab study also casts doubt
on the mortality salience paradigm (Klein et al., 2019). In the light of these methodological issues,
it seems advisable to look for alternative experimental manipulations. Studies on belongingness
and nostalgia, for instance, offer a variety of suitable research methods: The life-alone-prognosis
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paradigm by Twenge et al. (2001), for example, is proposed to activate a need for belonging
by giving “bogus feedback to participants that their personality type is likely to lead to social
isolation and loneliness” (Loveland et al., 2010, p. 394), while autobiographical information
could be used to activate either the participants’ independent or interdependent self. In an
experimental study on the effects of ostracism on nostalgic consumption Loveland et al. (2010)
used a computer program called Cyberball (Williams & Jarvis, 2006) “that allows researchers to
control the level to which participants are included (or excluded) in a computerized ball-tossing
game by predetermining the percentage of tosses that will be thrown to a participant” (Loveland
et al., 2010, p. 394).

Future studies might also consider theoretical sampling by targeting certain age groups with
a particularly pronounced arousal tolerance (e.g., teenagers) or people who are confronted with
critical life events that require adjustment and implicate a high need for security (e.g., expecting
couples). In any case, theoretical sampling includes a balanced gender-ratio. For the sake of
ecological validity, life-event based diary studies or autobiographical accounts of instances in
which participants felt ostracized could be used to examine the impact of threats to belonging
and aesthetic choices. From a theoretical perspective, it is also desirable to cross-check our
findings by inducing a sense of achievement and relatedness rather than mortality concerns or
threats to belonging, in which case one would expect to find a complementary response pattern.

Can’t horror movies be kitschy too? Speaking of mortality salience and terror management one
cannot help but think that gaudy Halloween decoration, ghost trains, and horror films challenge
our current understanding of kitsch. Although drawing on a clear-cut depiction of clichés, these
things are not meant “to curtain off death” (Kundera, 1984/1987, p. 253) and their purpose
is not to reduce autonomic arousal. On the contrary, they exploit the cheap chills and thrills
related to disgust, physical threat, and fear of death. It seems worthwhile to look at these things
more closely under a TMT and a kitsch perspective.
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4 Paradox #3: Back to the Future—Is Today’s Kitsch an
Anthropological Constant?

Figure 10: Kitsch, a relic of ancient
adaptations? Drawing by
the author.

Art critic Clement Greenberg (1939) once asked himself
whether the gap between kitsch and avant-garde art in
modern Western societies is a “part of the natural order
of things [or] something entirely new, and particular to
our age” (p. 3). This section is about the contradiction
between kitsch as a universal thirst for flawless beauty
deeply rooted in the human nature and the concept’s
rather recent appearance in Western modernity. With
its psychobiological underpinnings, the model by Ortlieb
and Carbon (2019b) suggests that kitsch is a case for Dar-
winian aesthetics. And yet, most scholars would probably
agree with Cǎlinescu (1987) that the aesthetic concept of
kitsch has no “historical depth” (p. 237) whatsoever and
“can hardly be used in connection with anything before
the late eighteenth century or the early nineteenth cen-
tury” (p. 237). Its recent appearance, however, does not
preclude an evolutionary account. Like modern-day fast food, kitsch may very well be playing
on ancient psychological adaptations. If kitsch has an evolutionary basis, one would expect to
find some functional equivalent in premodern societies. What might prehistoric proto-kitsch look
like? This question was raised after my talk at the MVE-Conference on Evolutionary Aesthetics
in Berlin (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2016) and further elaborated in a book chapter (Ortlieb & Carbon,
2017, see cumulus A.6) as well as a peer-reviewed article (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, see cumulus
A.4). Both publications challenge a basic assumption of empirical aesthetics, according to which
“Modern art [. . . ] is believed to be somehow representative for human aesthetic experience” (Or-
tlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 15). In the following I shall make a case that evolutionary accounts of
human aesthetic behavior apply more readily to kitsch than to avant-garde art and that kitsch
is perhaps our missing link to pre- and postmodern aesthetics.

4.1 Too Good to Be True–Can Evolutionary Aesthetics Account for Kitsch?

“Kitsch has its source in the categorical agreement with being.”

—Kundera, 1984/1987, p. 257

It was the striking cross-cultural uniformity in Komar and Melamid’s Most Wanted paintings
that caught the attention of evolutionary psychologists (Dutton, 2009): Overwhelmingly, people
preferred realistic representations of tranquil landscapes with distant views, loose vegetation, a
source of water, small groups of human beings, or country-typical animals, for the most part large
mammals (Wypijewski, 1999). According to Dutton (2009), these are not only “the very elements
we see repeated endlessly in both calendar art and in the design of public parks worldwide”
(p. 697), but also the distinguishing features of the exceptionally food-rich environment where
most of hominid evolution supposedly took place: the East African savannah (Orians, 1980).
Especially the discovery that a preference for savannah-like landscapes is also found in certain
indigenous people from the rainforest with little contact to Western calendar art (Falk & Balling,
2009) underscores the hypothesis that an innate preference for savannah-type habitats might have
evolved in our Pleistocene ancestors to help them identify places that are safe and predictable
with regard to possible threats (distant view, loose vegetation), food supplies (fish, game, low-
hanging fruit25), and water (Orians, 1980; Orians & Heerwagen, 1992). Do we still carry a
blueprint of this “lost paradise” in mind? Bischof’s (2012) remarks on the adaptive value of an
inborn sensibility for beauty suggest just that:

25According to evolutionary psychologists, there also is an innate preference for trees that branch out near the
ground, offering easily accessible fruit or a safe retreat from the predators of the savannah.
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Where the world is beautiful, everything is in perfect order; hence there is no need
to depart on a restless journey in search of alternatives. In its broadest and most
comprehensive sense, this idea implicates that we have a sense of beauty, which does
not draw on our intellectual resources, but is deeply rooted in our mind, possibly in
parts that are called our ‘biology’. Might we be able to sense instinctively where the
world is ‘in perfect order’? (p. 327, trans. by S.O.)26

According to Bischof (2012), it is at the sight of ideal environmental conditions, that everyone,
independently from his or her intellectual resources, enjoys a spontaneous, positive affective re-
sponse. Does this sound familiar? Without knowing it, he seems to be proposing an evolutionary
account of kitsch here. There is a poetic German expression for the illusion of a perfectly un-
spoiled world (Heile Welt) which is closely associated with kitsch and well in line with Kundera’s
(1984/1987) assertion that “[k]itsch has its source in the categorical agreement with being” (p.
257). Is this perhaps the missing link between kitsch and evolutionary aesthetics? Does a general
“itch for kitsch” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 234) reflect some ancient psychological adaptation telling
us not only whom to date but also where to settle down and raise our offspring? Is there by
any chance a primordial appetite for the “low-hanging fruit”? Intriguing as it may sound, this
cannot be the answer to our question. In fact, it answers quite the wrong question for it defies
the important distinction of natural and artificial beauty. As Dissanayake (1998) points out, the
remarkable

congruence of Komar and Melamid’s findings with those of Darwinian aesthet-
ics has undeniable interest, along with entertainment value. More importantly and
seriously, however, considering the two endeavors side by side provides an opportu-
nity to address what seems to me a mistaken assumption in both projects—namely,
the implication that studies of preferences provide insight into human artmaking or
aesthetic experiences, either today or in the Pleistocene. (p. 448)

Figure 11: Postcard (19th century) showing Wil-
helmsthal palace and gardens in
Thuringia. Verlag Carl Jagemann.

This objection applies to any form of artificial
beauty, including kitsch. After all, it is never
the real sun set that is scorned as kitsch, but
its overly saturated reproduction on the cover
of a travel catalog (Kulka, 1996). Together
with the polls of Melamid and Komar, en-
vironmental aesthetics only explains why un-
tainted landscapes make gratifying kitsch sub-
jects. However, they are by no means spe-
cific for kitsch. Savannah-like landscapes and
large mammals are equally present in Bosch’s
Garden of Earthly Delights and Constable’s
Wivenhoe Park, in Pleistocene cave paintings,
and mass-produced picture postcards (Fig.
11). However, apart from the choice of sub-
ject27 environmental aesthetics cannot explain
why humans put considerable effort and ma-
terial resources into creating objects and sym-
bolic representations without any direct contribution to survival. Why did our Pleistocene an-
cestors choose caves—dark, inaccessible, and potentially dangerous places—for their paintings,
instead of simply enjoying nature’s unspoiled beauty at their doorstep? What were the arts for
in the first place? And is there any indication for prehistoric kitsch?

26Original version: “Schön ist die Welt dort, wo sie in Ordnung ist, wo es nicht nottut, ruhelos aufzubrechen und
nach Alternativen zu suchen. Das ist die weiteste Deutung des Begriffs, zugleich aber auch die anspruchsvollste:
Sie unterstellt, dass wir für Schönheit einen Sinn haben, der nicht auf die Ressourcen unseres Intellekts zugreift,
sondern tiefer in unserem Gemüt wurzelt, womöglich in dem, was man unsere ‘Biologie’ nennt. Sollten wir
vielleicht instinktiv erahnen können wo die Welt ‘in Ordnung’ ist?” (Bischof, 2012, p. 327).

27This evolutionary account of landscape preferences has its limitations for it cannot explain why hostile envi-
ronments such as deserts, glaciers, and snow-covered mountains also figure prominently in landscape painting.
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4.2 Prehistoric Proto-Kitsch

“The very last, the topmost face on the totem pole, is that of kitsch.”

—Benjamin, 1927/2002, p. 238

While innate landscape preferences are debatable, a universal human art-making impulse can
hardly be denied. Though not every culture values all art forms to the same degree (Dutton,
2009), some kind of artistic behavior is found in every human culture known to us (Dissanayake,
1990). In combination with its capacity to “provide people with pleasure and emotions, often
of an intense kind” (Dutton, 2009, p. 696), the urge to make and enjoy art strongly suggests
adaptive relevance and begs for an evolutionary explanation (Dutton, 2009). Why is it advan-
tageous for individuals and groups to spend time and resources on dancing, music-making or
symbolic representations? How does carving a flute or a figurine from mammoth ivory (Fig. 12)
contribute to survival or reproductive success?

Ultimate evolutionary explanations28 try to point out how a certain disposition or cultural
practice adds to the reproductive success either at the individual or the group level. An ex-
planation on the individual level, for example, would stress that skillful artistic expression is a
possibility for individuals to attract attention from the other sex and show off (an abundance
of) reproductive resources. Standing out from the rest and attracting attention is also likely to
enhance the individual’s status within the group (Chance & Jolly, 1970).

Figure 12: Ivory figurine of an infant mam-
moth (approx. 35,000 years old).
Discovered in 2006 at the Vogel-
herd cave in Southern Germany.
Drawing by the author.

However, according to Dissanayake (1998), the
advantage of art-making lies mainly at the group
level for it allows people to shape a strong sense
of community beyond kinship ties: “Even though
the arts allow individuals to display their repro-
ductive resources, it is the arts’ ability to hold so-
cial groups together by embodying and generating
emotionally-felt meanings that has, I claim, been
their ultimate evolutionary purpose” (p. 494).
Findings from a recent study of hand stencils from
different archaeological sites corroborate this hy-
pothesis. The great variability of proportions and
hand sizes suggests that early art-making was not
exclusively in the hands of few particularly skilled
individuals, but, to a certain extent, appears to
have been a collective endeavor involving male and
female individuals of all ages (Pettitt et al., 2014).
Today, children’s colorful handprints on nursery
and classroom walls remind us that this ancient
technique is still used to create a sense of together-
ness and belonging. Likewise, companies’ concerns

with corporate design issues show a general awareness for the role of symbols and rituals in the
formation of social identities.

Does this pattern of explanation also hold for the short-lived secessionist art movements with
their carefully calculated acts of breaking taboos? After all, many artists who spearheaded
European Modernism took great interest in prehistoric and tribal art.29 However, this cannot
disguise the fact that the agenda of a Picasso or Matisse was directly opposed to that of their
premodern counterparts (Dissanayake, 1990). Instead of following the traditional ways, avant-
garde artists joined forces against the normative past and those upholding its fixed criteria—the
“Kitschiers” (Avenarius, 1920, p. 222). With novelty and change as the core values of Modern

28When it comes to evolutionary theorizing it is important to make a distinction between ultimate (or distal) and
proximate explanations. This also has methodological implications: Proximate mechanisms can be observed
directly, whereas the soundness of an ultimate argumentation must be inferred from mathematical models
(Dutton, 2009).

29Gauguin and later Matisse traveled to Tahiti, in search for a truly archaic visual language; Münter and Kandin-
sky explored Bavarian folk art, Jawlensky’s portraits owe much to Greco-Byzantine icons, and traditional
African masks inspired Picasso’s first Proto-Cubist works, including Les Desmoiselles d’Avignon.
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art, the prehistoric was just one source of renewal among others, such as “the art of untrained
peasants, of autodidact outsiders, of the insane, of mediums, of naive, of prisoners, of children,
and of anonymous graffitists, as well as the lowly print iconography of popular culture” (Cardinal,
2004, p. 180). Moreover, style and formal experimentation became increasingly important to the
point that content and faithful imitation were canceled altogether. In agreement with Benjamin
(1927/2002) and others, Cǎlinescu (1987) asserts that kitsch took over from premodern art once
“[t]he enjoyable [was] deliberately excluded from the austere aesthetics of modernism” (p. 284).
Adorno (1932/2002), for instance, accuses kitsch of preying on culturally “pre-established forms”
(p. 501) and “second-hand experience” (p. 501), while Friedländer (1985/2007) even speaks of
kitsch as a “run-down form of myth” (p. 55) and a distant “echo of sunken cultures” (p. 55) that
continues to haunt today’s ever more rational world. Accordingly, I think of modern-day kitsch
as a “living fossil of premodern taste” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 18). Just like traditional
art, it relies on a “reservoir of accumulated experience” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 40) and proves
culturally successful because it helps establish and reinforce shared beliefs that “hold social
groups together” (Dissanayake, 1998, p. 494).30

4.3 Contemporary Kitsch-Art

“Kitsch is art with a 100 per cent, absolute and instantaneous
availability for consumption.”

—Benjamin, 1927/2002, p. 395

By the end of the 1960s kitsch started shaking up the artworld as a playful element of Pop Art,
while Modernism retired to the museum. In the postscript to his best-selling novel The Name of
the Rose, Umberto Eco (1980/1984) describes how the urge “to settle scores with the past” (p.
67) led the historic avant-garde into a dead end: Once poetry and painting had reached the blank
page, the charred canvas respectively, and avant-garde music had progressed “from atonality to
noise to absolute silence” (p. 67), there was no frontier left to conquer. Moreover, having
“exhausted all its formal possibilities” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 277), a main goal of Modernism was
still unattained: Namely, to bring the arts and everyday life back together. In fact, to most
people the arts had never been more remote (Greenberg, 1939). Postmodernist31 ideas emerged
in response to this looming crisis of Modernism. They encompassed a willingness to resume
dialogue with the past (including Modernism) and to fully revalue the enjoyable (especially
kitsch) and thereby to reconcile high art with popular taste (Cǎlinescu, 1987). Again, Komar
and Melamid’s People’s Choice project makes a good example of this Postmodernist agenda with
its irreverent tongue-in-cheek attitude:

And now, I would say, conscious co-authorship is only fundamentally new direction
in art since discovery of the abstract. Our interpretation of polls is our collaboration
with various people of the world. It is collaboration with new dictator—Majority.
[. . . ] Recently we collaborated with an elephant, who, by the way, is abstract painter;
and before that we worked with a realist dog. If modernism taps traditions of early
civilization, why not go a step further and explore the prehuman (according to Dar-
win) animal past? (Komar, quoted from Wypijewski, 1999, p. 9)

Due to its backward orientation and “availability for consumption,” (Benjamin, 1982/2002, p.
395), the aesthetic concept of kitsch quickly assumed a very prominent role in postmodern
art. This interfusion of kitsch and art is embodied by the works of artist, model, and for-
mer Wall Street broker Jeff Koons. His 2013 Balloon Venus demonstrates how kitsch works
as a perfect intermediary between the premodern (even the prehistoric!), the popular, and
the commercial: Inspired by Neolithic female idols, Koons designed and commissioned five
mirror-polished steel sculptures that look like twisted balloon figures along with a limited edi-
tion of miniature replica which served as packaging for champagne bottles. Balloon Venus

30Of course, this leaves the question unanswered what avant-garde art is for. For an evolutionary account of
modern art see Junker (2015).

31Yet another art historical term that was originally a derogatory label.
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also illustrates the context-sensitivity and self-awareness of postmodern aesthetics in that the
viewer/consumer and his or her immediate surroundings are reflected by the object’s shiny sur-
face. In a way, Koon’s works have fulfilled Modernism’s promise of reuniting art and everyday life.

Figure 13: Koons (2003): Elephant.
Mirror-polished steel.
Drawing by the author.

“Today,” former director of Tate Modern Chris Dercon
remarked, “art is everywhere. Consumer goods like mo-
bile phones, handbags, and cars are sold like art. [These
things] are bought because they promise a special experi-
ence” (Sebastian & Dercon, 2014, p. 1, trans. S.O.). He
continues to point out that contemporary art no longer in-
tends to separate, shock, or polarize, but to provide guid-
ance and relatedness: “in a world that is becoming more
and more complex, which nobody can overview, people
strive for a sense of belonging” (p. 1) and that before long
“we will be searching for artworks which help us to remem-
ber. The old will become more important than the new”
(p. 2). Without a clear-cut line separating them, kitsch
and art have finally become moving targets. Depending
on the time and context under consideration, aesthetic ob-
jects may take on different meanings and complementary
evaluations:

Whether a comic-style pin-up is perceived
as garish kitsch or as an ironical artistic state-
ment on ‘Capitalist Realism’ depends on the
setting. This, again, has far-reaching impli-
cations for the empirical study of art percep-
tion. For the sake of standardization (as well
as convenience), aesthetic research is mostly

conducted in a lab setting [Carbon, 2020]. This procedure, of course, eliminates the
effects of a museum context (Carbon, 2017). In the case of Pop Art such a disregard
for situational aspects becomes a serious issue because artists aim for the friction that
results from mundane objects (e.g., a bubblegum machine) in an art-related context.
On a computer screen in a lab environment, such works will appear as plain kitsch
since their aesthetically subversive effect only shows in a museum setting, where
they appear strangely out of place. If art has become explicitly context-sensitive
and socially reflective, shouldn’t empirical aesthetics too become more responsive to
situational aspects? (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, pp. 19–20)

Especially the ironical use of kitsch elements for artistic purposes has direct implications for
the study of art perception (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c): How can empirical aesthetics deal with
“Kitsch-Art” (Fuller, 1992), if it is unaware of the concept of kitsch? And, what kept us from
dealing with these not so very recent developments in the first place?
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5 Paradox #4: Disinterested Interest—Why Is Kitsch Ignored
by Empirical Aesthetics?

In 2006 graffiti artist Banksy staged his art show Barely Legal in an old warehouse in downtown
Los Angeles. The unusual venue was set up to look like an upper-class living room, with the
artist’s latest works in gilded, old-fashioned frames on a pink and gold wallpaper. An Indian
elephant named Tai moved freely among these living room props. Tai was painted pink and gold
to match the wallpaper.32 The pink pachyderm, of course, became the star of art reviews and
social media coverage, where discussion quickly centered on the question whether or not Banksy
had violated animal welfare regulations. Intentionally or not, the elephant-in-residence draws
the viewer’s attention away from the artworks to a more serious issue many of us still prefer to
ignore (animal welfare). In a very Postmodernist way, Banksy’s art show also raises aesthetic
problems that empirical research has so far dodged: The interaction of kitsch, art, and context.
Why else should a street artist set up an exhibition of tacky oil paintings in a make-believe living
room inside an industrial warehouse?

Although empirical aesthetics aims at a general understanding of what people like and why,
surprisingly little attention has been paid to popular phenomena such as kitsch. Instead, re-
search and theorizing is mainly dedicated to art perception with a strong emphasis on Western
Modernism. This bias begs for explanation. Especially since empirical aesthetics was once
established as a down-to-earth complement to highbrow aesthetics to bridge the gap between
philosophical speculation and everyday experience (Fechner, 1866). Can we afford to exclude
kitsch from our purview if we take the overall aim of our discipline seriously? Why is popular
taste so very unpopular with aestheticians and what do we make of their strong proclivity to
high art? These questions constitute the fourth kitsch-related paradox which has been addressed
in two peer-reviewed publications—an article titled Kitsch and Perception (Ortlieb & Carbon,
2019c, see cumulus A.4) and a commented translation of Fechner’s (1866) treatise on the Aes-
thetic Association Principle [Das Associationsprincip in der Aesthetik ] (Ortlieb et al., 2020, see
cumulus A.1 & A.2)—by emphasizing the heuristic value of kitsch for empirical aesthetics and
calling attention to a basic principle of Fechner’s Aesthetics from Below [Aesthetik von Unten].
In a first step, I hope to show that today’s most influential models of aesthetic liking still follow
the line of highbrow aesthetics and how this precludes a comprehensive understanding not only
of kitsch. In a second instance, I shall offer a tentative explanation of why aestheticians prefer
to study art rather than kitsch, based on our functional model (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b).

5.1 On the Shoulders of Giants

“All our schemes of philosophical aesthetics appear to me as giants
with feet of clay.”

—Fechner, 1876, p. 4, trans. by S.O.33

The origins of empirical aesthetics go back to the very period when kitsch first came into use.
Dissatisfied with the “fleeting and floating concepts” (Fechner, 1866, quoted from Ortlieb et al.,
2020, p. 3) of philosophical aesthetics and its unchecked assertions, Gustav Theodor Fechner
(1866; 1871; 1876) proposed an inductive approach to aesthetic problems. This Aesthetics from
Below was not meant to replace philosophical aesthetics but to test its arguments empirically and
to close the gulf between highbrowed speculation and everyday phenomena (Ortlieb & Carbon,
2019c). In a remarkable yet widely unknown article about the Aesthetic Association Principle
(AAP), Fechner (1866) challenged the highly influential Kantian idea of disinterestedness.34 It
stipulates that purely aesthetic judgements require a cool detached observer whose responses are
based solely on an object’s formal properties. In order to be purely aesthetic one’s judgements

32For a virtual tour of Banksy’s (2006) art show see: https://www.artrust.ch/banksy-barely-legal-among

-irreverent-prints-and-painted-elephant/?lang=en
33Original version: “[S]o erscheinen mir alle unsre Systeme philosophischer Aesthetik Riesen mit thönernen

Füssen” (Fechner, 1876, Vol. I, p. 4).
34According to Stolnitz (1961a; 1961b), it was Anthony Ashley Cooper the third Earl of Shaftesbury who intro-

duced the idea of disinterestedness to aesthetics before it was “popularized” by Kant (1790/1951).
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must not involve any private interest. As a proponent of associative memory, Fechner (1866)
argues against this widely held idea that our sensory input always resonates with a network of
personal recollections and cultural conventions and that any attempt to rid aesthetic evaluations
of the observer’s learning history is comparable to “stripping the flesh from the human body and
taking the skeleton for its essential meaning” (Fechner, 1866, quoted from Ortlieb et al., 2020, p.
24). Based on a few everyday examples he makes a compelling case that associative factors are
inseparable from direct ones and at least as important for aesthetic choices. Meanwhile, there is
strong empirical support for Fechner’s claim. Using different micro-genetic methods, studies on
art perception (Augustin et al., 2008, 2011) and facial attractiveness (Carbon et al., 2018) show
that content (or gender) is processed at an earlier stage than style (or attractiveness). In the
light of these findings it seems that “our perceptual apparatus is itself governed by the popular
principle of ‘content over form’” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p. 16). This has far-reaching impli-
cations for it rules out the possibility of purely aesthetic judgments in a Kantian sense. At the
same time, it makes kitsch a highly relevant research object for Fechner’s Aesthetics from Below.

Figure 14: Shepard’s (1990) Impossible Elephant.
Original adapted by the author.

What could possibly be more suitable for ex-
ploring both the role of content-related asso-
ciations and the gap between highbrow aes-
thetics and everyday phenomena? And yet,
compared to the vast body of research on art
perception, empirical studies on kitsch are
scarce (see for example Pelowski et al., 2020).
As a result, today’s most influential mod-
els of aesthetic liking are essentially models
of art appreciation that cannot fully account
for kitsch because they continue to privilege
style at the expense of content-based object
information and personal associations (Or-
tlieb & Carbon, 2019c). The general Model of
Aesthetic Appreciation and Aesthetic Judge-
ment (Leder et al., 2004) excludes easy-to-
process stimuli altogether by focusing on the
“[c]ognitive challenges of both abstract art
and other conceptual, complex and multidimensional stimuli” (p. 489), while the Hedonic Flu-
ency Model (Reber et al., 2004) and the Pleasure-Interest Model of Aesthetic Liking (Graf &
Landwehr, 2015) unanimously posit that beauty, pleasure, and interest “[lie] in the perceiver’s
processing experience” (Reber et al., 2004, p. 364) independently from any semantic content, let
alone the viewer’s associations (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). Although HFM and PIA account for
the effortless recognizability and conventionality of kitsch, both models fail to see what makes
popular aesthetics popular apart from the principle of immediacy (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c):
Namely, the principle of content over form. After all, it is a subject matter with a strong emo-
tional charge that distinguishes kitsch from other everyday things, say traffic signs, that are
processed with equal ease (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c).

Where does this deeply rooted disregard for associations and semantic content come from? In
the case of the PIA, “the influence of content-based object information on aesthetic preferences”
(Graf & Landwehr, 2015, p. 406) is in fact ruled out with direct reference to Kant (1790/1951).
Drawing on his concept of disinterestedness, Graf and Landwehr (2015) argue that “especially
for stimuli with salient semantic content, an ‘aesthetic’ preference judgement may [. . . ] be ob-
scured by content-based stimulus information, making the preference judgement not exclusively
aesthetic” (p. 406). What this integrative dual-process model takes for the common outline of
aesthetic experience is really a line of demarcation between high art and the ‘lowly’ phenomena
of popular taste that draw on a different set of rules (Fig. 14). Implicitly or explicitly, today’s
most prominent models still stand on the shoulders of those very same “giants with feet of clay”
(Fechner, 1876, p. 4) that once gave reason to the establishment of an Aesthetics from Below
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). There are, I believe, at least two reasons for this misconception of
Fechner’s research program: Firstly, his seminal writings on aesthetics are still untranslated and
therefore widely unknown (Ortlieb et al., 2020). Secondly, a disregard for content and the asso-
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ciation principle is mainly attributable to an unbalanced preoccupation with art for art’s sake
(e.g., abstract painting); that is, with research objects that are not necessarily representative for
what most people enjoy (Wypijewski, 1999) but that embody the ideas of disinterestedness or
free beauty like no other (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). The former issue was addressed by provid-
ing a first full-text translation of Fechner’s 1866 article on the Aesthetic Association Principle
(Ortlieb et al., 2020). In the following, I shall briefly outline its main propositions and show that
this basic principle readily applies to kitsch, before turning to the second issue which is of some
theoretical relevance.

5.2 Article: Fechner’s Aesthetic Association Principle

“By the association principle, I mean a principle, that is already
known and recognized in psychology for its significance and its scope,
but which is hitherto hardly appreciated in aesthetics.”

—Fechner, 1876, p. 86, trans. by S.O.

Why is the sight of an orange more enjoyable than that of a perfectly round but otherwise
identical wooden ball? What makes red cheeks more attractive than red noses? Why are medieval
cathedrals more awe-inspiring than the largest of modern-day train stations? In his article on
the Aesthetic Association Principle (AAP) Fechner (1866) raises these questions to show the
importance of associations for aesthetic choices. If the more irregular orange is preferred to the
perfect wooden sphere, attractiveness of the color red depends on its context, and sublimity of
a large building is linked to its function, he argues, then aesthetic judgements cannot be based
solely on an object’s regularity, color, or proportion. In all three cases it is not “the excellence
of the object” (Cooper, 1711, quoted from Stolnitz, 1961a, p. 132), but the observer’s learned
associations that make the difference. From this Fechner draws two conclusions. Firstly, that
aesthetic judgements are “shaped by the observer’s learning history (associative factors) rather
than by an object’s formal properties (direct factors)” (Ortlieb et al., 2020, p. 1), and secondly,
that both sources of appreciation are inextricable because the appeal of an orange, for example,
always

lies in the totality of what it is and does, and especially in what it is and does to
us personally. Since only shape and colour are immediately present to our senses,
memory adds the rest, not as single details, but as an overall impression: It amal-
gamates with the sensual impression, thus enriching it, illustrating it, so to speak;
we might briefly call this the mental colour adjoining to the sensory colour or the
associated impression that unites with the direct one. (Fechner, 1866, quoted from
Ortlieb, Kügel, & Carbon, 2020, p. 5)

How does Fechner’s AAP relate to kitsch? For me, the AAP lies at the very heart of a backward-
oriented aesthetics as is epitomized by kitsch (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). Typical kitsch objects,
like keepsakes or souvenirs, tend to clutter up our homes and offices because they bring back good
memories (Norman, 2004). They literally draw their “life-blood, so to speak, from [a] reservoir
of accumulated experience” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 10). In other words, we cherish them primarily
for the mental color they have acquired through previous exposure and evaluative conditioning.
Thus, the AAP pinpoints what today’s fluency-based and dual-process models are deliberately
excluding: Readily accessible and emotionally rich associations. Apart from the AAP, Fechner’s
1866 article mentions another basic principle that describes the sort of mutual amplification of
associative and direct factors we expect to find in kitsch. This so-called Princip der ästhetischen
Hülfe [sic] oder Steigerung [Aesthetic Principle of Help or Amplification] was later defined by
Fechner (1876) as

a conjuncture of multiple, alone rather ineffective but altogether consistent pleasure-
related conditions [that] yields a hedonic result that is greater, often far greater, than

34Original text: “Unter Associationsprincip verstehe ich ein Princip [sic], dessen Wichtigkeit und Tragweite in
der Psychologie längst bekannt und anerkannt, in der Aesthetik aber bisher im Ganzen wenig gewürdigt ist”
(Fechner, 1876, p. 86).
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the sum of their individual effects; it is possibly through such a confluence that they
exceed the hedonic threshold and yield aesthetic pleasure in the first place. (p. 51,
trans. by S.O.)35

Obviously, the success formula for kitsch (see Chapter 2.4) also makes a textbook example of
this principle for it neatly illustrates “how two rather insignificant variables—an immediately
identifiable and perfectly conventional manner of representation—multiply the impact of an
emotionally charged subject matter” (Ortlieb et al., 2020, p. 16). Like no other aesthetic
concept, kitsch unites the principles of popular aesthetics—immediacy and primacy of content—
with those of Fechner’s Aesthetics from Below. At the same time, it is opposed to the idea of
avant-garde art that has been shaped by an Aesthetics from Above. Both as a pars pro toto
for popular taste and a borderline phenomenon of avant-garde art, the kitsch concept, I think,
is of great heuristic value for empirical aesthetics (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). This brings us
back to the initial question why kitsch has so far been ignored. Is it due to a general neglect of
associations and semantic content? Or is the ignorance of Fechner’s AAP and the inaccessibility
of his seminal writings on aesthetics to blame? At least for the model by Leder and colleagues
(2004), the HFM (Reber et al., 2004), and the PIA (Graf & Landwehr, 2015) the latter can be
ruled out. In all three cases the first author is a native German speaker and Fechner’s (1876)
still untranslated Vorschule der Aesthetik [Propaedeutics of Aesthetics] is referenced.36 In the
following I shall propose an alternative explanation based on the PIA and the Functional Model
of Kitsch and Art (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b).

5.3 Avant-Garde and Science—It’s a Match!

“Pure science is more like art for art’s sake than anything else.”

—Martindale, 1990, p. 351

The French word Impressioniste was coined around the same time foundations for empirical aes-
thetics were laid. Very much like the German Kitsch, it served as a derogatory label when it first
appeared on April 25th 1874 in a satirical art review by Louis Leroy.37 According to Greenberg
(1939), “[i]t was no accident that the birth of the avant-garde coincided chronologically—and
geographically, too—with the first bold development of scientific revolutionary thought in Eu-
rope” (p. 4). Although Komar and Melamid introduced market research methods to visual art
(Wypijewski, 1999), their Scientific Guide to Art is certainly not the first example of art and
science going hand in hand. With reference to Constable, who saw his paintings of the English
countryside as experiments in the service of natural philosophy, Gombrich (1960) points out that

[i]n the Western tradition, painting has indeed been pursued as a science. All the
works of this tradition that we see displayed in our great collections apply discoveries
that are the result of ceaseless experimentation. If this sounds a little paradoxical, it
is only because much of the knowledge gained by these experiments in the past has
become common property today. It can be taught and applied with the same ease
with which we use the laws of the pendulum in a grandfather clock, though it needed
a Galileo to discover and a Huygens to apply them. (p. 34)

Likewise, Constable’s plein air approach to landscape painting once inspired the Barbizon painters
and British impressionists. Yet this did not prevent his pictures of Suffolk’s savannah-like land-
scape from becoming epitomes of Merry Old England that stir strong nostalgic feelings and serve

35Original text: “Aus dem widerspruchslosen Zusammentreffen von Lustbedingungen, die für sich wenig leisten,
geht ein grösseres, oft viel grösseres Lustresultat hervor, als dem Lustwerthe [sic] der einzelnen Bedingungen
für sich entspricht, ein grösseres, als dass es als Summe der Einzelwirkungen erklärt werden könnte; ja es kann
selbst durch ein Zusammentreffen dieser Art ein positives Lustergebniss [sic] erzielt, die Schwelle der Lust
überstiegen werden” (Fechner, 1876, p. 51).

36In the case of Leder et al. (2004) it seems that Fechner’s (1876) Vorschule der Aesthetik has been confused
with an essay titled Zur experimentalen Aesthetik [On experimental aesthetics] from 1871.

37Unlike with kitsch, etymology of the term Impressioniste is known. It was inspired by the title of Monet’s
painting Impression, soleil levant that was on display at an art show in 1874 which Leroy then called Exposition
des Impressionistes (Wikimedia Foundation, 2022a).
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as first-rate blueprints for kitsch. These parallel dynamics of artistic innovation and scientific
discovery have been described not only in terms of habituation but also of intergenerational
conflict. According to Deutsch (1997), there is

[a] widely held stereotype of the scientific process [made popular by Thomas S.
Kuhn] of the idealistic young innovator pitted against the old fogies of the scientific
‘establishment’. The fogies, hidebound by the comfortable orthodoxy of which they
have made themselves both defenders and prisoners, are enraged by any challenge to
it. They behave irrationally. They refuse to listen to criticism, engage in argument
or accept evidence, and they try to suppress the innovator’s ideas. (p. 321)

One only has to substitute the “idealistic innovator” for the “young aspiring artist” and the
“old fogies” for the well-established “Kitschiers” (Avenarius, 1920, p. 222) to end up at “the
myth of a self-conscious and heroic avant-garde [struggeling] against the oppressive influence
of tradition” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 95). Irrespective of whether Kuhn’s (1962) account of the
scientific process is valid or not, studies on personality traits of artists and scientists suggest that
they share not only a high motivation to learn and explore, but also an ingrained aversion to
authority. In his meta-analysis Feist (1998) draws a “clear portrait of the creative personality
in science and art” (p. 299), according to which “[c]reative people [from both domains] are
more autonomous, introverted, open to new experiences, norm-doubting, self-confident, self-
accepting, driven, ambitious, dominant, hostile, and impulsive” (p. 299) than non-scientists
and non-artists.38 How might this overlap between the moods of scientific enquiry and artistic
expression affect the research agenda of empirical aesthetics? According to the Functional Model
of Kitsch and Art (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b), aesthetic choices are linked to notions of self-
efficacy and autonomy via regulatory focus. Like the PIA, it further posits that people who
are driven by curiosity and aspirations (promotion goals) will prefer difficult-to-process aesthetic
objects over well-tried familiar ones. If empirical aesthetics, like other scientific disciplines,
mainly attracts people with a promotion mindset, this would explain why research interest is
focused on the “[c]ognitive challenges of both abstract art and other conceptual, complex and
multidimensional stimuli” (Leder et al., 2004, p. 489) at the expense of something so seemingly
simple and insignificant as kitsch (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). These speculations prompt a new
research question: Can self-efficacy scales and MPZM scores possibly help us distinguish between
colleagues who prefer to study the cognitive mastery of high art and those who take a hedonistic
fluency approach? Anyhow, all of this hardly explains why everyone is readily submitting to the
authority of 18th century aestheticians, whose unchecked premises gave reason to an Aesthetics
from Below in the first place (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019a). Before discussing these issues at greater
length, I shall return to kitsch and the roots of empirical aesthetics by summarizing the fourth
peer-reviewed paper and a related conference contribution.

38The same variables also discriminate between more creative and less creative scientists (Feist, 1998).
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5.4 Article: Back to the Roots—Towards a New Aesthetics from Below

Despite its prominent role in contemporary art and against Fechner’s (1866, 1876) demand that
an Aesthetics from Below should include the study of everyday phenomena, kitsch has garnered
hardly any attention in empirical aesthetics. Up to now, this area of research has been mainly
interested in art perception. As a result, general models of aesthetic liking either expel easy-
to-process aesthetic objects from their purview (Leder et al., 2004) or fail to see the difference
between garden gnomes and traffic cones by suggesting that “beauty [lies solely] in the perceiver’s
processing experience” (Reber et al., 2004, p. 364). These shortcomings of present-day theorizing
in empirical aesthetics were indexed by a fourth peer-reviewed article titled Kitsch and Perception
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, see cumulus A.4). It was published in a journal specialized on Art
& Perception and subject of a corresponding poster presentation at the Visual Science of Art
Conference (VSAC) which took place in Leuven in 2019 (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019a, see cumulus
A.7). In Kitsch and Perception I make a case that

the study of kitsch is of considerable heuristic value for both empirical aesthetics
and art perception. As a descriptive term, kitsch makes a perfect example of hedonic
fluency. In fact, the frequently invoked opposition of kitsch and art reflects two types
of aesthetic experience that can be reliably distinguished in terms of processing dy-
namics: a disfluent one that promises new insights but requires cognitive elaboration
(art), and a fluent one that consists of an immediate, unreflective emotional response
but leaves us with what we already know (kitsch). Yet as a derogatory word, kitsch
draws our attention to a general disregard for effortless emotional gratification in
modern Western aesthetics that can be traced back to eighteenth-century Rational-
ism. Despite all efforts of Pop Art to embrace kitsch and to question normative values
in art, current models of aesthetic liking—including fluency-based ones—still adhere
to an elitist notion of Modern art that privileges style over content and thereby
excludes what is essential not only for popular taste and postmodern art but also
for premodern artistic production: emotionally rich content. Revisiting Fechner’s
(1876) criticism of highbrow aesthetics we propose a new aesthetic from below (Aes-
thetik von Unten) that goes beyond processing characteristics by taking content- and
context-related information into account. (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c, p.1)

Several thoughts from previous chapters have been first developed in this paper. They amount
to the conclusion that much basic research and theorizing in empirical aesthetics have been
dedicated to an art historical singularity that stands apart from what most people prefer to
see in visual art (Wypijewski, 1999). In effect, the habitual application of avant-garde criteria
to popular taste can be made responsible for the four kitsch-related paradoxes that form the
starting point of this thesis. This said, I think it is time to summarize its main findings, to place
them in a larger context, and to point out future directions for a New Aesthetics from Below.
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6 General Discussion

This doctoral thesis has explored the psychological underpinnings of kitsch and clarified its
relevance for empirical aesthetics. From a wealth of previous writings on kitsch I learned that
kitsch is a rather recent appearance with a long history that is rejected for its vast popularity.
Once scorned as a cultural “rear-guard” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 9), it is anything but a phase-
out model. Upon entering art theory in the first half of the 20th century, kitsch has become a
German loanword in many modern languages and a key concept of contemporary art. Despite its
international career, the “problem of kitsch” (Broch, 1969, p. 49) is glaringly absent in empirical
aesthetics. Entering this maze of contradictions, I asked myself: What is kitsch (for)? Why does
it spawn so very different responses? And is there a perspective in empirical aesthetics broad
enough to capture the pink elephant in the room? Before closing I would like to recap and discuss
my answers to these questions in light of more recent findings and competing explanations.

What is kitsch? Following Kulka’s (1996) definition I have argued that kitsch classification
requires an instantly identifiable subject matter with a positive emotional charge that evokes only
standard associations due to a highly conventional rendering. If we think of these three criteria
as continuous variables they allow for different degrees of kitschiness (Kulka, 1996) and various
operationalizations (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). Most importantly, it makes them sensitive to
change; that is, to explicit and implicit learning. Today, reprints and digital reproductions of vi-
sual art are ubiquitous. While they enhance perceived value of everyday commodities (Hagtvedt
& Patrick, 2008), overexposure to Van Gogh’s sunflowers on coffee mugs and paper napkins will
gradually turn them into prime kitsch motifs (Benjamin, 1982/2002). Yet, according to Kulka’s
definition, some visual artworks are more likely to suffer this fate than others: Figurative paint-
ings more than abstract ones and works with a cheerful subject more than such with troubling
content. Predictive validity of Kulka’s criteria was recently tested by Maier, Ortlieb, and Carbon
(2021) using the Repeated Evaluation Technique (RET; Carbon & Leder, 2005) which allows for
a stepwise familiarization through repeated explicit elaboration and evaluation of novel stimuli,
in this case widely unknown paintings by famous artists. Results show that initial ratings of
conventionality and positive affect make the best predictors for subsequent kitsch judgements
(Maier et al., 2021). In an everyday context familiarization occurs implicitly rather than explic-
itly. Most of the time we are too busy to pore over the sunflowers adorning our mouse pad. So
how does implicit learning affect attitudes toward (kitsch) paintings? Previous studies exam-
ined whether implicit learning increases or decreases liking for canonical Impressionist artworks
(Cutting, 2003) and saccharine landscapes by the self-designated Painter of LightTM Thomas
Kinkade (Meskin et al., 2013). While Meskin et al. (2013) found that “mere exposure to bad
art makes people like it less” (p. 140), Cutting’s (2003) naturalistic experiment showed that
liking of a particular Impressionist painting is positively related to the frequency of its appear-
ance in textbooks on art history. Together, these studies strongly “suggest that exposure itself
is sensitive to value” (Meskin et al., 2013, p. 140). How do these findings relate to kitsch? A
first comparison of implicit associations and ratings suggests that implicit and explicit attitudes
towards kitsch may dissociate (Reiter et al., 2015). Moderately high negative correlations be-
tween kitsch and liking ratings in the cross-cultural study also add to the impression of a rather
ambivalent relationship (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017). Future studies on kitsch should thus
include implicit behavioral measures in addition to self-reports (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). Since
validity of implicit association tests is controversial (Azar, 2008), a speeded naming-task could be
employed with latencies and name agreement as indicators for identifiability and conventionality
(see for example Snodgrass & Vanderwart, 1980). In addition, valence and intensity of affective
responses could be measured via facial expressions (see for example Weth et al., 2015).

The focus of this thesis was on sweet kitsch in the visual domain, especially painting and
everyday objects. It remains unclear if Kulka’s (1996) kitsch criteria also apply to schmaltzy
music (muzak), daily soaps, gaudy fashion, neo-classicist architecture, or pulp literature. Despite
its current limitation to the audio-visual domain, kitsch is frequently used to designate something
overly touching (anrührend). It is also a taste judgement (Geschmacksurteil) and distinctions
between sweet, bittersweet, and sour kitsch are made (Glaser, 1920; Giesz, 1975; Gelfert, 2000).
Cross-modal correspondences aside, bittersweet and sour kitsch deserve closer examination for
they challenge my basic assumption that only perfectly pleasant content will work for kitsch.
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Indeed, mixed emotions such as nostalgia or the experience of being moved (Menninghaus et
al., 2015) share close ties with kitsch although they are characterized by “the simultaneous
expression of happiness and sadness” (Sedikides et al., 2008, p. 305), or at least accompanied by
“physiological markers of negative affect” (Wassiliwizky et al., 2017, p. 1229). Thus, our present
definition still excludes a wide range of poignant kitsch themes like sad clowns, weeping children,
orphans at their mother’s grave or the Unknown Woman of the Seine. Even an extension to
mixed emotions cannot explain the vast popularity of deeply disturbing images such as Munch’s
iconic work The Scream that inspired teen slasher movies and emoticons used to express intensive
fear (e.g., ). Quite incidentally, the mortality salience study has raised the issue of cheap chills
from horror films, ghost trains, and Halloween decoration (see Chapter 3.7). Regarding these
questions our findings are still inconclusive: On the one hand, content with a positive valence
makes a very good predictor for kitsch judgements (Maier et al., 2021). On the other hand,
our cross-cultural study showed that kitsch can be perceived as downright threatening (Ortlieb,
Stojilović, et al., 2017). Extant kitsch typologies add further support to the idea that just about
any subject will work for kitsch as long as it is emotionally charged (Glaser, 1920; Giesz, 1975;
Gelfert, 2000). Given the importance of semantic content for its popular success, a canvas of
kitsch along with standardized visual stimuli for different types of kitsch would be desirable
(BaRoCK stimulus database, Ortlieb et al., 2022). Yet choice of content is not the only success
factor for kitsch.

Why is kitsch so popular? With reference to the Hedonic Fluency Model (HFM; Reber et al.,
2004), I have made a case that kitsch provides a pleasurable processing experience in addition to
its emotionally rich subject matter (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). At the same time, identifiability
and conventionality are necessary preconditions for the affect-laden content to take full effect.
Kulka’s (1996) kitsch criteria thus translate into a formula for success (see Chapter 2.4) uniting
the two principles of popular taste—primacy of content and instant accessibility (Bourdieu,
1979/1984)—with Fechner’s (1866) Aesthetic Principle of Help or Amplification. This formula
for success can exert a very fruitful influence on various issues from basic research on aesthetic
problems. As was pointed out before, it is still a moot question whether processing fluency is
pleasurable per se or sensitive to value. Flashbacks related to traumatic events, for example,
cast doubt on a general fluency-positivity link. Accordingly, the Fluency Amplification Model
(FAM) by Albrecht and Carbon (2014) posits that processing fluency will amplify both positive
and negative affect. A comparison of responses to sweet and sour kitsch might shed light on the
intricate relationship between processing fluency and affect. Finally, kitsch draws our attention
to an aspect of popular taste that is not equally valued in highbrow aesthetics and that current
empirical research prefers to ignore: Namely, the role of content and the viewer’s learning history.

Back to the roots. In the two preceding chapters I have made a case that kitsch connects
us with the past in multiple ways. The mutually enhancing relationship between direct and
associative factors, for example, recalls another long-forgotten principle of Fechner’s Aesthetics
from Below (Ortlieb et al., 2020). The Aesthetic Association Principle establishes close ties
between kitsch and nostalgia (see Chapter 3.2). Apart from the rare cases in which processing
ease and affect arise solely from an inborn releasing mechanism (e.g., baby scheme), kitsch
borrows its emotional charge from the viewer’s learning history. When Csikszentmihalyi and
Rochberg-Halton (1981) surveyed 82 families from Chicago (315 interviewees) about their most
cherished material possessions, they found that “the bulk of significations carried by visual ‘works
of art’ is not connected to aesthetic values and experiences but refers to the immediate life history
of their owners: reminding them of relatives and friends or of past events” (p. 63).39 Like travel
souvenirs, these pictures serve as “aids to memory” (Norman, 2004, p. 47). In Fechner’s words,
they are treasured for their mental rather than their sensory color (Ortlieb et al., 2020). But
kitsch reminds us not only of our own past or the origins of empirical aesthetics. It takes us
even further back. Perhaps to the dawn of mankind when art-making was invented to create
“intensely emotional and memorable experiences” (Dissanayake, 1990, p. 164) that hold social
groups together. Nowadays, this is more the task of wedding planners, interior decorators, and

39The visual art category was the second most often mentioned class of objects (after furniture). It comprised
“[a]ny two-dimensional representation other than a photograph [. . . ] ranging from an original Picasso to the
cheapest reproduction of the Last Supper [as well as] paintings made by children or other family members”
(Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 63).
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entertainers than artists (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2017). If this was the original purpose of the
arts then modern-day kitsch can be regarded as “a living fossil of premodern taste” (Ortlieb &
Carbon, 2019c, p. 18) and a missing link to the Pleistocene knick-knacks from Swabian Jura (see
Chapter 4.2). Can this bold claim be tested empirically? By the logic of Darwinian aesthetics,
cross-cultural research is a viable way to disprove it (Dutton, 2009). For if kitsch is really of “vital
significance” (Menninghaus, 2009, p. 39), some functional equivalent should be detectable across
different cultures, past and present. This, of course, presupposes a thorough understanding of
what kitsch does for us and why. Although our comparison of three contemporary European
cultures revealed a positive link between self-transcendence and kitsch appreciation, it became
equally evident that kitsch/kič was used mainly as a derogatory term (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al.,
2017). From the viewpoint of evolutionary aesthetics this prompts another relevant question:
What is wrong with something easily accessible and enjoyable that shores up communal feelings?

Why is kitsch a term of abuse? As values like personal “success and achievement, power,
importance of the self and self-expression” (Dissanayake, 1990, p. 167) gradually gained im-
portance in Western societies over the last five hundred years (Pauen & Welzer, 2016), the arts
emancipated from their ritualistic context (Gombrich, 1960) to become a “private predilection,
separated from primary lived experience” (Dissanayake, 1990, p. 183). As a result, modern art
is no longer concerned with sugar-coating the traditional ways but with “criticism of tradition”
(Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 3). Modern-day artists are expected to leave the beaten path and engage in
ceaseless experimentation to find their unique artistic voice. Enlightenment-era concepts such as
disinterestedness (Stolnitz, 1961a) and free beauty (Kant, 1790/1951) have prepared the ground
for the autonomous artwork. Art for art’s sake and the idea of art perception as a cool detached
mode of cognition

interfere with the immediacy of experience that urgently quickens the heart or
tearducts. What moved traditional man is seen by his successor to be ‘corny’. Stan-
dards of appreciation rise: one is suspicious of and learns to ‘cut through’ other
similar ‘old-fashioned’ melodramatic emotional conventions in literature, drama, or
cinema. (Dissanayake, 1990, pp. 182-183)

If this is true, today’s art-educated viewers should experience two contradictory responses to
kitsch. The Pleasure-Interest Model of Aesthetic Liking (PIA; Graf & Landwehr, 2015) claims
just that: In the case of easy-to-process stimuli viewers who search for new and difficult aesthetic
problems an initial gut-level response (“How cute!”) is followed by a cognitively mediated one
(“How corny!”). The latter is less favorable because the object fails to arouse lasting interest
(Graf & Landwehr, 2015). A first comparison of IAT-measures and kitsch ratings suggests that
neutral implicit and negative explicit attitudes toward kitsch may in fact coexist (Reiter et al.,
2015). Another pioneering study by Pelowski et al. (2020) investigated how art expertise affects
the micro-genetic time course of responses to kitsch art. Expert and novice viewers saw digital
reproductions of landscape paintings by John Constable (figurative art) and Thomas Kinkade
(kitsch art) as well as abstract paintings by Gerhard Richter (abstract art). Depending on the
experimental condition, visual stimuli were presented for 100 ms, 500 ms, 6,000 ms, or 12,000
ms. While the latter two conditions (6,000 and 12,000 ms) allowed for conscious reflection and
top-down modulation, the former ones only permitted the extraction of low-level features (100
ms), the identification of style and content respectively (500 ms). By comparing groups and
exposure times, the authors hoped to find “a point of inflection—a ‘kitsch switch’—whereby
especially the experts come to dislike the kitsch art” (Pelowski et al., 2020, p. 1). And indeed,
art experts “show[ed] lower liking ratings of kitsch paintings at 500 and 6,000 ms when compared
to 100 ms [as well as] an opposite pattern of higher appraisals for abstract paintings at the same
longer durations” (p. 1). This kitsch switch is well in line with the PIA’s dual-process hierarchy.
Its limitation to expert viewers also shows how individual differences in previous knowledge
(i.e., culture capital) produce patterns of contradictory taste judgements that can be used to
rate and pigeonhole people in status hierarchies (Bourdieu, 1979/1984). But is taste really set
like plaster? There is considerable indication that aesthetic judgements are instead constantly
changing (Martindale, 1990; Carbon, 2011; Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). For instance: Under the
impression of mortality concerns abstract paintings yield more negative reactions (Landau et
al., 2006), while decorative objects are judged less kitschy (Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016).
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Figure 15: Reeder (1995): Panel of Experts. Acrylic on canvas. Own photo.

More generally, there is evidence that whenever “mood signals a safe environment, familiarity
loses its glow” (de Vries et al., 2010, p. 325), while appreciation of cutting-edge design increases
(Carbon et al., 2013). Studies on movie and music preferences further show that appreciation
of horror films and mellow music underlie long-term age-related fluctuations (Blothner, 2004;
Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2013). Altogether, these findings raise the question why novelty and
familiarity are valued to different degrees in different contexts and at different times and stages
of life.

In the mood for kitsch? In individualistic Western societies an increasing tension between
innovation and tradition gave rise to the concepts of avant-garde art and kitsch that square
with two opposing streams of research in empirical aesthetics (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b): One
centering on novelty and arousal, the other on familiarity and processing ease (see Chapter 3.1).
Both the PIA and the Functional Model of Kitsch and Art champion a dual-process perspective
to account for this divide. In addition, the latter includes content-based stimulus information
and personal associations. Moreover, it assumes that changes in aesthetic liking are synchronized
with interpersonal attraction and repulsion:

Whenever we feel safe and self-sufficient, an appetence for arousal (curiosity) is
likely to arise that increases our interest in unfamiliar conspecifics as well as in-
novative, cognitively challenging aesthetic stimuli (art). By contrast, when we feel
vulnerable and dependent, a longing for safety and relatedness (nostalgia) attracts
us not only to familiar and trustworthy individuals but also to conventional aesthetic
stimuli charged with positive emotions (kitsch). (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 1)

The functional model further stipulates that self-efficacy expectations vary from context to con-
text and that one’s autonomy claim will differ accordingly. Since autonomy claim modulates
needs for security and arousal these dynamics effect temporary changes in regulatory focus.
Depending on one’s current state the model either predicts an inclination for familiar easy-to-
process aesthetic stimuli (prevention focus) or new and potentially insightful aesthetic problems
(promotion focus).

Though it unites Regulatory Focus Theory (Higgins, 1998) with a systems theory of social
motivation (Zurich Model; Bischof, 1975; 1993; 2001), the functional model itself does not qualify
as a systems theory (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). So far it only specifies initial conditions for
basic aesthetic choices. Without feedback loops it does not allow for a dynamic modeling of
the aesthetic experience that follows and how it retro-acts on the viewer. It therefore remains
unclear how the actual kitsch experience unfolds and how it affects the viewer’s feeling of security
or state of arousal (Is it calming down or cheering up? When and why do people experience
guilty pleasure?). Besides, it does not provide for the possibility that curiosity (or nostalgia) may
also be triggered by external stimulation, e.g. the unexpected encounter with an extraordinarily
ambiguous (or highly familiar) aesthetic object (Muth & Carbon, 2022). And yet, the present
model offers testable hypotheses, some of which were addressed in a correlative study and two
experiments (see Chapters 3.5 to 3.7).
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By and large, the correlative findings support the idea of a functional connection between
social needs and aesthetic evaluations. Kitsch stimuli were indeed more popular with people
who valued security over arousal (Vlasova et al., 2019). Moreover,

individuals with little confidence in their own abilities, who are particularly intol-
erant of uncertainty and highly vigilant about threatening information (sensitizers)
[rated] kitsch more likable than people who overestimate their abilities and habitually
avoid or deny potentially threatening information to evade strong affect (repressors).
(Fischer et al., 2019, p. 1)

Though the overall trends go into the predicted direction, they need to be qualified. For one,
the obtained trends were curvi-linear rather than linear. Secondly, like in the case of our cross-
cultural study (Ortlieb, Stojilović, et al., 2017), results differed between men and women. Re-
garding the MPZM-scores, the big picture only holds true for female participants (Vlasova et al.,
2019), while effects regarding anxiety-related coping-styles were more pronounced in the male
subsample (Fischer et al., 2019). What do we make of these differences?

Gender differences. According to basic research on picture processing, women tend to respond
more intensely to visual stimuli with troubling content than men (Bradley et al., 2001; Gard &
Kring, 2007; Spalek et al., 2015). A corresponding pattern of gender-related differences is found in
studies on art perception, where a preference for paintings with non-threatening content is more
frequently observed in female than in male participants (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010; Ortlieb,
Fischer, & Carbon, 2016; Ortlieb et al., 2019). In our cross-cultural study, women also showed a
stronger preference for familiar and non-threatening visual stimuli than men (Ortlieb, Stojilović,
et al., 2017). How do models of aesthetic liking account for such gender-related differences?
Unlike Burke (1757/1990), whose notions of the sublime and beautiful are steeped in 18th century
gender stereotypes (Freeman, 1995; Ortlieb, Fischer, & Carbon, 2016; Ortlieb et al., 2019), the
authors of the HFM or the PIA do not touch upon this subject at all. From a dual-process
perspective on aesthetics that excludes content-related stimulus information there is indeed no
compelling reason to do so unless one assumes a functional relationship between aesthetic liking
and social motivation—one of the broad themes in research on gender differences (Eagly &
Wood, 1991; Feingold, 1994; Bischof-Köhler, 2006). According to Wiggins and Broughton (1985),
masculinity and femininity scales are basically measures of dominance and nurturance. There
is some indication that needs for safety and relatedness tend to be higher in females than in
males, whereas the opposite seems to be the case for arousal appetence and autonomy claim
(Gubler & Bischof, 1993). By the logic of our model, this has direct implications for aesthetic
preferences: On average, individuals who identify with the female gender stereotype should be
more susceptible to kitsch than people who describe themselves in accordance with the male
stereotype (Ortlieb, Moosmann, et al., 2017). Is there any support for this claim? In their
interview study of three generations from 82 US-families, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton
(1981) found that nostalgic tendencies were indeed more pronounced in women of the parent
generation than in men of the same age group:

The female answer pattern is closer to that of the grandparents, whereas the male,
resembles that of the children. A similar trend obtains for the meanings that the [most
valued] objects evoke. Women give reasons referring to Memories, Associations, and
Immediate Family significantly more often than men do. (p. 106)

A more recent study explored possible connections between gender roles and preferences for
artworks with troubling content (Ortlieb, Moosmann, et al., 2017). Digital reproductions of
thirty photo-realistic charcoal drawings by Robert Longo served as stimuli. Of these pictures,
15 showed threatening (e.g., sharks and guns), and 15 non-threatening motifs (e.g., children’s
faces and roses). A total of 70 participants (32 men and 38 women) rated each image in terms
of threateningness, safety, and liking prior to answering the Personal Attributes Questionnaire
(GEPAQ; Runge et al., 1981) which includes a bipolar scale for masculinity and femininity (M-
F) as well as scales for a positive and negative attributes that are widely regarded as typically
masculine (M+/M-) or feminine (F+/F-). Results showed that appreciation of artworks with
troubling content was negatively correlated with scores on the bipolar GEPAQ-scale for mas-
culinity and femininity (Ortlieb, Moosmann, et al., 2017). More specifically, appreciation of
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threatening content tended to be higher among participants who identified with a positive male
stereotype (M+) by describing themselves as highly resilient, self-confident or even dominant,
while the opposite was the case for participants who described themselves as highly vulnerable
and dependent in accordance with a negative female stereotype (F-).

It is a unique asset of the functional model that it touches upon the thorny subject of gender
differences in aesthetic preferences (Ortlieb, Moosmann, et al., 2017; Ortlieb et al., 2019). So far
this account is limited to a binary concept of gender. Hence, it fails to make clear predictions
for individuals or traditional gender concepts that stand outside the Western dichotomy of male
and female. Apart from this shortcoming, literature on gender differences in personality paints a
different picture that seems to disprove our model’s claims: Across different cultures women tend
to score higher than men in openness to aesthetic experiences and feelings (Costa et al., 2001;
Weisberg et al., 2011). This is backed by observations that women engage more often in art-
related activities than men (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010). Unfortunately, these interesting
findings are confounded with a general problem of connectivity. In the validation process of the
MPZM-scales Schönbrodt et al. (2009) found that the main variables of the Zurich Model have
little in common with standard personality scales such as the Big Five. Since our functional model
is widely based on the Zurich Model, its compatibility with trait constructs from personality
research that figure prominently in empirical aesthetics (e.g., Openness) is still a moot question.
Of course, this is a disadvantage for it “makes it difficult to relate findings on aesthetic preferences
and personality to the model we have outlined” (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 15). Nevertheless,
the functional model makes further testable predictions for individual and cultural differences
that merit closer examination.

Art expertise. The role of art expertise deserves to be studied more closely. From our model’s
perspective, it should have a moderating effect on gender differences and intra-individual dy-
namics. I would expect that art expertise levels gender-related differences and that art experts
respond more consistently than novices. In other words: Among novices both dynamics and
gender differences should be more pronounced than among art experts. For if self-efficacy and
autonomy claim are context-dependent, art expertise makes us more self-confident in an art-
related setting. After all, experts can account for their evaluations based on well-tried aesthetic
criteria and previous experience (Fig. 15). Consequently, their kitsch judgements should be
more pronounced and more consistent than those of novices responding to aesthetic stimuli on
the spur of the moment. Changes in context and regulatory focus are thus more likely to affect
aesthetic evaluations of novices who, by the way, make the majority of individuals studied by
empirical aesthetics. Based on a dual-process perspective, the PIA’s distinction of pleasure-based
and interest-related aesthetic judgements should apply to any viewer independently of his or her
cultural background. In contrast, Dissanayake (1990) maintains that aesthetic interest is an
invention of 18th century European philosophy and that art-educated Westerners stand apart
from the rest of mankind what aesthetic sensibility is concerned. What was aesthetic appre-
ciation like before “the appreciation of art has become a special mode of cognition” (p. 42)?
This strongly suggests cultural differences apart from those within modern Western societies
(Greenberg, 1939).

Cultural differences. If aesthetic liking is indeed related to the twin motives of autonomy
and belonging, one would expect to find different preference patterns in highly individualistic
societies and more traditional ones that place special emphasis on social cohesion. According
to our model, kitsch is used to express an aversion to conventional harmony. Hence, one would
expect people who value strong social bonds over individual autonomy to respond more favorably
to kitsch stimuli. In Japan, for example, the derogatory word kitsch did not take root in everyday
language. A recent cross-cultural study showed that visual stimuli from the Bamberg Repository
of Contemporary Kitsch (BaRoCK) spawned more positive responses in psychology students from
Japan compared to a German sample (Ortlieb et al., 2021). In its present form, our functional
model does not account for such cultural differences. Unlike Nittono’s (2016) two-layer model of
kawaii (engl. cute, lovable, or adorable), it does not separate an immediate hard-wired response
to cuteness from its evaluation on a cultural level.
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Regulatory focus. Martindale’s (1990) theory of artistic change is clearly inspired by a Mod-
ernist notion of art for it centers on the arousal appetence of the promotion focused individual.
The exact opposite is the case with Terror Management Theory (TMT; Solomon, Greenberg, &
Pyszczynski, 1991). Building on Dissanayake’s (1990) premise that the arts advertise established
cultural belief-systems that provide death-transcending meaning, TMT predicts that people will
prefer unequivocal signs of their own cultural worldview over unfamiliar and ambiguous ones
whenever mortality is salient (Landau et al., 2010). Research on TMT suggests that reminders
of death amplify both positive and negative attitudes toward aesthetic objects. On the one hand,
death awareness yields more negative reactions to abstract paintings that defy meaningful inter-
pretation (Landau et al., 2006). On the other hand, it stimulates a taste for vintage products
that establish a symbolic connection with a bygone era (Sarial-Abi et al., 2017). How do people
respond to kitsch under the impression of mortality concerns? Does kitsch become more likable
as an unequivocal sign of widely shared cultural beliefs or is it further devaluated? Though
TMT is all about security and self-esteem, it fails to make clear predictions regarding kitsch.
Two experiments were conducted to address this issue (see Chapter 3.7). In both cases only
mortality salience had a detectable effect on aesthetic evaluations: Kitsch objects were rated
less kitschy, but not more likable (Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016). Based on the functional
model, one would also expect to see some minor decrease for the other experimental conditions
(car accident and dental pain). That lower kitsch ratings were obtained only for the mortality
salience conditions is well in line with observations from other studies on TMT which show that
“belief-supporting responses are uniquely correlated with reminders of death [and that] reminders
of other negative events, such as social rejection, failing an exam, intense pain, or losing a limb
in a car accident, do not produce the same effects as being reminded of one’s own mortality”
(Solomon et al., 2015, p. 14). However, this cannot disguise the fact that liking ratings were
unaffected by mortality concerns and that this is equally inconsistent with both models. From
a dual attitude perspective, one might argue that the observed “changes in kitsch judgements
reflect the initial stage of an implicit adaptation process which precedes changes in acceptance
and liking” (Ortlieb, Gebauer, & Carbon, 2016, p. 1). Especially since a recent multi-lab study
failed to replicate the mortality salience effect (Klein et al., 2019), it seems prudent to wait for
further experimental results before jumping to conclusions. A large body of research on nostal-
gia and nostalgic consumption could serve as a source of inspiration not only in the search for
alternative experimental manipulations.

Nostalgia. Sedikides et al. (2008) define nostalgia as “a sentimental longing for one’s past”
(p. 305). Apart from being a prominent kitsch theme (Ortlieb et al., 2022), nostalgic feelings
seem to be closely related to a need for affiliation. They are most often triggered by negative
affect, especially loneliness (Wildschut et al., 2008). People who score high on nostalgic tenden-
cies prefer social activities (Batcho, 1998) and song lyrics with other-directed themes (Batcho,
2007). Although nostalgia is typically described as a mixed emotion, it ultimately “generates
positive affect, elevates self-esteem, fosters social connectedness, and alleviates existential threat”
(Sedikides et al., 2008, p. 307). From our model’s viewpoint, nostalgia is a state of mind that
should make people more susceptible to kitsch (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b). In a series of experi-
ments Loveland et al. (2010) found that preferences for nostalgic products increased after a need
to belong had been activated. Existing studies on belongingness and nostalgia thus corroborate
the idea of a functional connection between affiliative needs and aesthetic liking. Studies on
nostalgia can stimulate future experimental research on the functional model by providing alter-
native methods to the mortality salience paradigm. For instance, they show how different levels
of ostracism can be simulated with a computerized ball-tossing game called Cyberball (Williams
& Jarvis, 2006) and how autobiographical information can be used to activate either interde-
pendent or independent self-concepts (Derrick et al., 2009). These methods are better suited to
test our model than the mortality-salience paradigm since they allow for manipulations into two
directions. After all, it will be essential to show that increases and decreases in affiliative needs
have complementary effects on aesthetic appreciation.

Future research should also include within-subject designs and the analysis of longitudinal
data. For instance, an app-based diary study could be used to assess aesthetic choices, life
events, and daily hassles over a period of several weeks or months. Resting on the Zurich Model,
the functional model makes several testable predictions for individual and cultural differences
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in aesthetic liking that merit closer examination. Apart from daily-diary studies and lab ex-
periments, it would be instructive to look at changes in consumer behavior. According to the
functional model, any major event of social significance that affects people’s notion of security
must surely impact sales figures of, say, garden gnomes and cuckoo clocks. During the Covid-19
pandemic, for example, most countries introduced restrictions of social contacts that constitute a
natural experiment regarding our model’s claims: In a highly uncertain and potentially threaten-
ing situation people were urged to avoid close contact with others. Did social distancing increase
people’s affiliative needs and their demand for kitsch? Unmet needs for attachment may have
contributed to a sharp increase in pet ownership during the pandemic (Wrede, 2021). However,
they did not produce a consistent pattern in terms of kitsch consumption: While the demand
for garden gnomes surged as predicted (Hardy, 2022), cuckoo clock sales went down by over 50
percent (Der Spiegel, 2021). Future research might also consider theoretical sampling. In the
case of our model, this starts with a balanced gender ratio. Besides, certain cultural concepts
(e.g., romantic love) and life stages (e.g., puberty) also deserve closer attention due to their theo-
retical significance. Like nostalgia, romantic love is a major kitsch theme with a direct reference
to social motivation. Unlike nostalgia, however, it seems to defy our model’s basic dichotomy of
intimacy and autonomy.

The ‘problem’ of romantic love. According to the Zurich Model, “attachment (both to the
parents and to the adult partner) is assigned to the security system, [while] sexuality is strongly
connected to the autonomy system. Therefore, both functions (and subjective feelings) should
not be mixed up in a superordinate concept like ‘love’” (Schönbrodt et al., 2009, p. 142). Nev-
ertheless, popular culture is obsessed with the idea of romantic love for its sheer inexhaustibility
regarding drama and affection (Dissanayake, 2015). From its earliest examples in 12th century
courtly love literature to present-day telenovelas, stories of romantic love usually combine a long-
ing for attachment with assertiveness as the lover’s autonomy claim is expressed by a wished-for,
but unattainable intimate partnership with the beloved (Reddy, 2012). With its functional sepa-
ration of the arousal and the security system, the Zurich Model uncovers the underlying conflict
that makes the concept of romantic love so rife with strong affect and hence so productive of
sweet and bittersweet kitsch. With its exceptionally strong ties to attachment behavior, the
kitsch theme of romantic love also draws our attention to a large body of research on intimate
adult affiliation (love). According to Lee’s (1977; 1988) color wheel theory of love, Eros (romantic
love) is only one out of six basic love styles with many subtle shadings in between. More recent
accounts claim that romantic love itself, like kitsch, may take on many different forms (Hendrick
& Hendrick, 2006). If aesthetic and affiliative choices are as closely aligned as our model claims,
appreciation of kitsch should be lower in couples whose current love style emphasizes playfulness
and arousal (Ludus) than in couples whose intimate relationship is mainly founded on security
needs (Pragma). Though Csikszentmihalyi (1996) already disproved the “generally held notion
that people who achieve creative eminence are unusually promiscuous and fickle in their human
ties” (p. 192), it would be worthwhile to explore possible correspondences between aesthetic
preferences, MPZM-scores, and attitudes toward love (Hendrick et al., 1998). However, before
adolescents engage in their first romantic relationships the system of social distance regulation
must undergo a fundamental shift in priorities (Bischof, 2001). From security appetence to
arousal appetence.

When exotic becomes erotic. A young person’s autonomy claim usually awakens together with
sexual interest. Biologically, Bischof (2001) argues, this arrangement has proved adaptive because
it reliably prevents incestuous relationships. From the perspective of our functional model,
this makes young adolescents a highly interesting target group. For if social motivation and
aesthetic liking are functionally connected, the sharp increase in appetence for arousal (aversion
for familiarity) during puberty should affect affiliative and aesthetic choices in a likewise manner.
And indeed,

[puberty] is not only a stage of profound physical transformation, but also of social
reorientation and aesthetic reevaluation: choice of music, clothing, and hairstyle are
no longer aligned with their parents’ aesthetic standards. Quite the contrary, as
curiosity for the exciting outside world—especially peers and idols—intensifies, the
familiar sphere of the parental home becomes increasingly ‘dull,’ ‘stuffy,’ and ‘kitschy’
(Stemmle, 1931; Dettmar & Küpper, 2007). (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b, p. 2)
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Furthermore, the term kitsch arises repeatedly in the context of intergenerational conflict (Ortlieb
& Carbon, 2019b). It was first used by young aspiring artists to make fun of their well-established
predecessors (Avenarius, 1920) and in the Serbian subsample of our cross-cultural survey am-
biguity of the parental image was positively correlated with kitsch ratings (Ortlieb, Stojilović,
et al., 2017). Two large cross-sectional studies by Bonneville-Roussy et al. (2013) show that
preferences for music that “is perceived as aggressive, tense, and antiestablishment [. . . ] were
highest among young adolescents and then declined through middle adulthood” (p. 714). Of
course, this is only anecdotal evidence. Regarding nostalgia and nostalgic consumption a com-
plementary increase should be observable from early adolescence to middle adulthood. Given
their great theoretical significance future research should focus on the dynamics of aesthetic and
affiliative choices in young adolescents and the role of intergenerational conflict. Other aspects
of the family system like birth order and sibling rivalry might also merit closer examination.

Born rebels. Sulloway’s (1996) family-niche model of personality contends that “birth-order
is a fundamental influence on an individual’s disposition to accept or reject authority, whether
it be familial, educational, political, social, or scientific” (Feist, 2006, p. 164). By this account,
firstborns and only children tend to be more self-confident and assertive but less openminded
and creative than laterborns (Sulloway, 1996). Why not extend this conjecture to openness
to aesthetics? If likeliness to embrace new ideas and to attain creative distinction increases
with birth rank, one would surely expect to find younger siblings overrepresented among avant-
garde artists and art aficionados, while smug firstborns and only children should make perfect
“Kitschiers” (Avenarius, 1920, p. 222) and kitsch lovers. To test this hypothesis would be
instructive for it goes directly against our functional model’s claims. But before studying effects
of intergenerational conflict or sibling rivalry, it must be clarified that self-efficacy, autonomy
claim, and authority may arise from different sources.

Power, prestige, and achievement. According to philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1882/2001),
it takes “individuals—powerful, influential, and without any sense of shame—who announce and
tyrannically enforce [. . . ] the judgment of their taste and disgust” (p. 56) to change common
taste. This sums up a central statement of our model: Openness to new aesthetic experiences
presupposes a strong sense of self-efficacy and autonomy. Self-confidence, however, does not
necessarily imply the desire to exert social influence. Before we can put Sulloway’s and Nietzsche’s
competing claims to a test our model needs some refinement. Above all, it must distinguish
between three variables that are currently lumped together under the label of self-efficacy:

The first component, the power motive, [. . . ] is basically dealing with hierarchy and
dominance issues. In contrast to this dominance hierarchy, the second component—
the prestige motive—deals with a prestige hierarchy. [...] The third component of the
autonomy system is the achievement motive. This is a specifically human motivation,
and though it seems to be quite distinct from the basal autonomy claim in dominance
hierarchies, both share the feelings of competence, autonomy, and self-efficacy and
belong therefore to the autonomy system. (Schönbrodt et al., 2009, p. 142)

To unravel self-efficacy into these three components would improve the model’s connectivity
with theories that revolve around aesthetics and power relations (e.g., Burke, 1757/1990; Niet-
zsche, 1882/2001; Bourdieu, 1979/1984). Besides, some of the above questions could then be
addressed empirically based on the corresponding MPZM-scales for power, prestige, and achieve-
ment (Schönbrodt et al., 2009). For instance: If masculinity scales are essentially measures of
dominance (Wiggins & Broughton, 1985), the power motive is potentially a hidden variable
behind gender differences in social motivation and aesthetic liking (Ortlieb et al., 2019). And
regarding a shared aversion against authority among creative people from the arts and sciences
(Feist, 1998), it might also help us understand aestheticians’ lively interest in the subversive
qualities of modern art. Most likely, all these issues are inseparable since the classical canon of
aesthetics, on which much of today’s theorizing is still based, has been shaped by male upper-class
Europeans of the Enlightenment era (Freeman, 1995; Ortlieb, Fischer, & Carbon, 2016; Ortlieb
et al., 2019). This brings us right back to the agenda of empirical aesthetics where highbrow
doctrines continue to hold sway.
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Towards a New Aesthetics from Below. The love affair between Modern art and science can be
traced back to 18th century Rationalism, when artistic value was detached from semantic content
and formal experimentation became an end in itself (Greenberg, 1939; Bourdieu, 1979/1984;
Dissanayake, 1990). Contrary to Fechner’s (1866) vision of an Aesthetics from Below, empirical
aesthetics has readily adopted these highbrow ideas (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). As a result,
even fluency-based models are imbued with a “refusal of the facile which is the basis of all ‘pure’
aesthetics” (Bourdieu, 1979/1984, p. 486). Regardless of findings which strongly suggest that
content is processed prior to style (Augustin et al., 2008, 2011) and that personal associations
may predict aesthetic liking very accurately (Janković, 2015), the principles of style over content
and disinterestedness are still pervasive in empirical aesthetics (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). And
not only there. Kulka (1996), who has provided us with the most useful definition, also excludes
kitsch from the purview of aesthetics on the grounds that its effects are “totally parasitic” (p.
78) on the affective charge of its subject matter. At least he concedes that the study of kitsch
is of some avail for aesthetics as a borderline phenomenon of art (Kulka, 1996). In empirical
aesthetics a similar predilection for art perception has led to the curious situation that the most
unpopular and austere notion of art—art for art’s sake—serves as the touchstone for general
theories of aesthetic liking, while tremendously popular phenomena such as kitsch are exiled
into a kind of scientific no-man’s land (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019c). Yet if empirical aesthetics is
about what people like and why, I think it is high time to extend our scope to calendar art and
personalized coffee mugs.

7 Conclusions and Future Directions

What is the bottom line of this study on kitsch? Does it leave us with what we already know? On
the contrary, I think it has thoroughly shaken some certainties. Not so much in terms of kitsch,
but with regard to some basic tenets of empirical aesthetics. As a prototype of popular taste,
a playful element of contemporary art, and a possible relic of premodern aesthetic sensibility,
the example of kitsch has revealed a blind spot of truly elephantine proportions in this area of
research. At the same time, it has unearthed two long-forgotten principles of Fechner’s (1866)
Aesthetics from Below that can help us close this gap. As long as they refuse to take semantic
content and personal associations into account, even fluency-based models of aesthetic liking are
missing out what makes garden gnomes and cuckoo clocks special. This dependency of kitsch on
certain themes and subjects with a strong affective charge reminds us that popular aesthetics and
avant-garde art must not be judged by the same criteria and that the four kitsch paradoxes result
from the misleading attempt to do so. To account for these differences the Functional Model
of Kitsch and Art (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b) unites a dual-process perspective on aesthetics
with content-related stimulus information and social distance regulation. Apart from turning
empirical aesthetics from its head back onto its feet, both the aesthetic concept of kitsch and
the functional model can be of considerable heuristic value for a New Aesthetics from Below :
Like few other aesthetic concepts, kitsch qualifies for the study of art expertise, dual attitudes,
and cognitive dissonance. Apart from sweet kitsch in the visual domain, its bittersweet, sour,
literary, and musical forms deserve closer examination. In tandem with the functional model,
the aesthetic concept of kitsch invites not only a more dynamic view on aesthetics. It also
stimulates a variety of research questions concerning habitual coping behavior, love styles, and
value orientations. Though it needs some further refinement, the model is unique in that it allows
for testable deductions about age, gender, and culture differences in aesthetic liking. Finally, it
might even shed light on the question why art attracts more research interest than kitsch.
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Mimili. Eine Erzählung (pp. 128–178). Stuttgart: Reclam.

Schmidt, B. (1994). Kitsch und Klatsch: Fünf Wiener Vortragsessays zu Kunst, Architektur und
Konversation. [Kitsch and gossip: Five Viennese lectures on art, architecture, and conversa-
tion]. Wien: Spittler.
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Stolnitz, J. (1961a). On the origins of “aesthetic disinterestedness”. The Journal of Aesthetics
and Art Criticism, 20 (2), 131–143. doi: 10.2307/427462

Stolnitz, J. (1961b). On the significance of Lord Shaftesbury in modern aesthetic theory. The
Philosophical Quarterly , 11 (43), 97–113. doi: 10.2307/2960120

Sulloway, F. J. (1996). Born to rebel. Birth order, family dynamics, and creative lives. New
York, NY: Random House.

Thomas Kinkade Studios. (2022, September 9th). Thomas Kinkade - Painter of Light. Retrieved
from https://thomaskinkade.com/

Twenge, J. M., Baumeister, R. F., Tice, D. M., & Stucke, T. S. (2001). If you can't join them,
beat them: Effects of social exclusion on aggressive behavior. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology , 81 (6), 1058–1069. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.81.6.1058

Vlasova, J., Fischer, U., Carbon, C. C., & Ortlieb, S. A. (2018). Home sweet home: Is kitsch
more popular with people who value security over arousal? Art & Perception, 6 (4), 194. doi:
10.1163/22134913-00604001

Vlasova, J., Fischer, U. C., Carbon, C. C., & Ortlieb, S. A. (2019). An itch for kitsch: Do needs
for security and arousal modulate the appreciation of decorative everyday objects? Art &
Perception, 7 (4), 317.
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Abstract

Most of the groundbreaking works of Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801–1887), who paved the way

for modern experimental psychology, psychophysics, and empirical aesthetics, are so far only

available in German. With the first full text translation of Fechner’s article on The Aesthetic

Association Principle (Das Associationsprincip in der Aesthetik), we want to fill in one of the blank

spots in the reception of his Aesthetics from Below (Aesthetik von Unten). In his 1866 article,

Fechner devises a fundamental principle that accounts for the role of associations in the formation

of aesthetic preferences. Based on concrete everyday examples and thought experiments, he

demonstrates how aesthetic choices are largely shaped by the observer’s learning history (asso-

ciative factors) rather than by an object’s formal properties (direct factors). Fechner’s Aesthetic

Association Principle has lost nothing of its initial relevance as the role of content and personal

meaning is still grossly underrated in theory and practice of empirical aesthetics today.
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Introductory Notes on Fechner’s Aesthetic Association Principle

By the association principle, I mean a principle, that is already known and recognized in psy-

chology for its significance and its scope, but which is hitherto hardly appreciated in aesthetics.

(Fechner, 1876, quoted from Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019, p. 14)

Philosopher and physicist Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801–1887) is famous for pioneering

psychophysics and experimental aesthetics, although much of his influential work is still

untranslated and therefore inaccessible to many scholars from both disciplines (Scheerer,
1987). On occasion of the Fechner Year 1987, Scheerer showed that this lack of English

translations has led to some serious misconceptions and blind spots in the reception of

Fechner’s psychophysics. While the Elements of Psychophysics (Fechner, 1860/1966) is at
least partly available in English, none of Fechner’s equally groundbreaking works on aes-

thetics have so far been translated into English.1 This is perhaps one of the reasons why his
Aesthetics from Below (Aesthetik von Unten) is still widely mistaken for an application of

psychophysics, rather than a full-fledged research programme in its own right. It, of course,

entails the application of certain psychophysical elements like the threshold concept
(Aesthetische Schwelle), the method of choice (Methode der Wahl), the method of produc-

tion (Methode der Herstellung), and the method of use (Methode der Verwendung) to aes-
thetic problems such as Zeising’s (1856) golden ratio hypothesis. Yet already in Fechner’s

early writings on aesthetics, one encounters a principle which has no direct counterpart

among the elements of psychophysics: The Aesthetic Association Principle. By providing
the first English translation of Fechner’s (1866) article on The Aesthetic Association Principle

(Das Associationsprincip in der Aesthetik), we hope to raise awareness for an essential aspect
of his Aesthetics from Below that has been overlooked: namely, the eminent role of personal

recollection, Zeitgeist, and cultural background in the formation of aesthetic experiences. We

decided to translate Fechner’s 1866 article because it offers a comprehensive summary of his
thoughts on this important matter to him: Based on a public lecture at the Leipziger

Kunstverein of the same year, the text was first published in the Zeitschrift für bildende
Kunst and later incorporated into the first volume of his Propaedeutics of Aesthetics

(Vorschule der Aesthetik).2

Why do people prefer the sight of an orange—after all, an unevenly surfaced and imper-
fectly shaped object—to that of a perfectly round varnished wooden ball of the same size and

colour? Why are red cheeks and lips more attractive than red noses and hands? If the aes-
thetic appeal of an artwork lies mainly in its formal aspects, should we not value an equally

colourful but perfectly symmetrical carpet pattern over Rafael’s Sistine Madonna? It takes

but a few casual examples and simple thought experiments for Fechner to demonstrate that
aesthetic choices are largely shaped by the observer’s learning history (associative factors)

rather than by an object’s size, shape and colour (direct factors). Moreover, since formal

properties, such as the colour red, may themselves be evocative of strong associations, both
direct and associative factors must be regarded as inextricably intertwined. According to

Fechner, it takes an inductive approach to fully grasp the importance of the association
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principle for aesthetics, which is easily overlooked by the Aesthetics from Above with its
“more or less fleeting or floating concepts, that do not capture the individual with the
appropriate precision due to their generality” (p. 8). Nevertheless, 150 years after these
ideas were first published, they seem to have lost nothing of their relevance as the role of
content is still underestimated by today’s paramount theories of empirical aesthetics (Ortlieb
& Carbon, 2019). Apart from being highly topical, Fechner’s piercing and evocative line of
thoughts impresses with its unsurpassed Pr€agnanz.

Editorial Conventions

Fechner’s original style of writing is not always easy to read, let alone to translate—beside
the fact that his works were mostly published in the German Fraktur typeface which is
difficult to read even for German readers of the 21st century. For the sake of conceptual
clarity and legibility, we chose a mode of translation that is true to Fechner’s ideas and the
overall tone of the text but does not always follow his rather laborious diction. Special
attention was paid to a consistent use of terminology. The German “Anschauung”, for
example, may translate as “basic sensation”, “perception” or even “strong opinion”, depend-
ing on the degree of cognitive elaboration suggested by the context; and when Fechner used
the word “Gestalt” he would not have the core concept of Gestalt psychology in mind, which
was not yet established at the time, but its meaning in everyday language that translates as
“figure” or “shape”. Complete author names and terms of conceptual importance that defy
direct translation are given in square brackets: “dependent beauty [anh€angende Sch€onheit]”
(p. 9). Moreover, page breaks of the original publication are marked in the text by vertical
lines with suspended page numbers indicating the beginning of the first complete sentence on
a new page. The only footnote from the original publication—a comment by the journal’s
editor—is the only one marked with an asterisk, while the translators’ explanatory notes are
consecutively numbered. All references and figures have been added by the translators and
were not included in the original article. Note: For the interested reader, we provide a
digitally remastered facsimile of the original German publication along with the translation.

Fechner (1866): The Aesthetic Association Principle*—
The Translation3

Aesthetics, like many other fields of enquiry, can be treated in two fundamentally different
ways, which I will distinguish in the following simply as the Aesthetics from Above [Aesthetik
von Oben] and the Aesthetics from Below [Aesthetik von Unten]. The former works deduc-
tively (from general terms to individual ones), the latter inductively (the other way around).
The Aesthetics from Above establishes a framework of ideas made up from topmost-ranking
aspects, subordinating aesthetic experience to this framework.|180 The Aesthetics from Below
devises aesthetics entirely from empirical data based on aesthetic experience. The Aesthetics
from Above is principally and ultimately concerned with concepts and ideas of beauty, art,
style, their position within the overall system of most general concepts, their relationship
with truth, with goodness, with the divine—particularly with divine ideas and divine crea-
tivity. From the pure heights of these general ideas, one then descends to the level of simple
empirical singularities, of specific beauty bound by time and space, evaluating every indi-
vidual phenomenon with respect to the general. The Aesthetics from Below sets out from
singular experiences of what pleases and displeases. From there, it builds up all concepts and
laws that have their place in aesthetics, attempting to develop them with regard to the laws of
what is and what ought to be—and to these laws pleasure must always be subordinated. By
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generalizing more and more, we will arrive at a system of the most general concepts and laws.
Whereas the Aesthetics from Above focuses on concepts and ideas, with all explanations
being merely based on subordinations to categories of concepts or ideas; the Aesthetics from
Below focuses on empirical laws, and all explanations are mainly based on subordinations
to such.

Each of the two ways has its advantages and disadvantages. Right from the beginning, the
Aesthetics from Above provides us with the goal, that the Aesthetics from Below ultimately
hopes to attain, namely, the most general view. However, starting from the highest aspect
makes it difficult to clarify the causes of pleasure and displeasure in particular cases. Albeit
this should also be of our concern, the Aesthetics from Above only offers more or less
fleeting or floating concepts that do not capture the individual with the appropriate precision
due to their generality. Moreover, this way presupposes a correct starting point only a perfect
philosophical or theological system can provide, both of which we still do not have. There is
only a great number of attempts at such systems, and accordingly many attempts at tuning
aesthetics to these systems, all of them hardly convincing, merely pandering to the urge of
having ideas of the highest order and perpetuating this urge. In contrast, the Aesthetics from
Below provides clear guidance with regard to the causes of pleasure and displeasure in each
individual and concrete case but has difficulties to reach general aspects and ideas; one easily
gets stuck halfway, so to speak. Nevertheless, by starting from scratch the Aesthetics from
Below does not presuppose anything disputable. It is in this way that we may slowly but
surely increase our knowledge about aesthetics.

In short, the relationship between the Aesthetics from Above and the Aesthetics from
Below resembles the one between natural philosophy and physics. Just as natural philosophy
was there before physics, the Aesthetics from Above preceded the Aesthetics from Below
and, up to now, the former remains the beaten path, while the latter has not yet been pursued
with determination, consistency, and method. Just like physics will never render natural
philosophy obsolete, the Aesthetics from Below will never replace the Aesthetics from
Above. Yet I think we are well advised to take the path from below to establish a solid
basis for the otherwise unfounded and speculative assumptions of the Aesthetics from
Above.

Alas, no more generalities about the two ways. It was only to say as much as to show that
the principle to be addressed is both a matter and a test of the Aesthetics from Below. This
will also explain why the Aesthetics from Below has received so little attention in the field of
aesthetics so far.|181 According to the nature of the Aesthetics from Below, it cannot take
general aspects as its starting point; thus I will start with the simplest possible examples that
allow for the explanation and verification of what I call the Aesthetic Association Principle.

I do not present something entirely new; who could possibly claim novelty in such matters!
In psychology, above all, the importance of the association principle has been known and
recognised for a long time; even if this is not the case in aesthetics, this principle has not
failed to receive some acclaim even there. Occasionally, it is applied by today’s scientifically
oriented aesthetics, yet without any notion of its fundamental and far-reaching importance.
It was even misinterpreted by [Immanuel] Kant4 in his doctrine of dependent beauty [anh€an-
gende Sch€onheit]. Among the more recent scholars, only [Hans Christian] Ørsted5 has paid
more attention to it—comprehensible since he came to aesthetics as an observer—but of
course without promoting this principle to its most developed state or to delve into its
specifications; and who among the paramount aestheticians attends to Ørsted? Among the
older especially Home [David Hume?]6 should be mentioned. But let us start with examples!

The most beautiful of all fruits,—or, if one finds the term beauty too exalted—the most
pleasurable is probably the orange. In former times, this was even more the case than today,
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where it is publicly displayed on sales counters everywhere and to be found on almost every
lunch table for dessert: Because every stimulus is dulled by its frequency.7 But I still lively
recall, which, so to speak, romantic charm the sight of this fruit used to have for me and even
today one is unlikely to prefer any other with respect to its appearance.

So, what does the pleasure of its appearance consist of? Naturally, everyone immediately
thinks of its pure golden colour and its perfectly round shape. And certainly, much lies
herein; and maybe one thinks that all its beauty is encompassed herein. Yes, where else
should it be? If readers were to ask this, it proves that they are not aware of my principle.
For should anything else come to their mind, it would certainly fall under the principle. One
may thus think for a moment whether the appeal of this fruit’s appearance truly lies entirely
in its beautiful golden colour and perfect roundness!

I say no; for why is it that a yellow varnished wooden ball is not as pleasing as an orange,
if we know that it is a ball of wood, not an orange. Indeed, although the orange has a rough
skin and roughness is generally less appreciated than smoothness as can be shown by com-
paring different wooden balls—we still prefer the rough orange to the varnished wooden ball.

This judgement cannot be derived from a favourable form and colour alone, as both
objects are about the same regarding both dimensions, so, if at all, the wooden ball
should be preferred. A preference for the orange can only be due to the fact that we identify
it as an orange, not as a ball of wood, and thereby add the meaning of an orange to its mere
shape and colour. Of course, the meaning of an orange is also partly in its shape and colour
but not exclusively. It rather lies in the totality of what it is and does, and especially in what it
is and does to us personally. Since only shape and colour are immediately present to our
senses, memory adds the rest, not as single details, but as an overall impression: It amalga-
mates with the sensual impression, thus enriching it, illustrating it, so to speak; we might
briefly call this the mental colour adjoining to the sensory colour or the associated impres-
sion that unites with the direct one.|182 This is the reason why the orange appears more
beautiful than the yellow ball of wood.

Does someone who perceives an orange, merely see a round yellow patch? With the
physical eye, yes; mentally, however, we see an object of delightful smell, refreshing taste,
grown on a beautiful tree, in a beautiful country, under a warm sky; we see, so to speak, the
whole of Italy along with it, the country, which has always attracted our romantic longing;
the mental colour is composed of all these recollections, by which the sensual one is glazed
and thus embellished; whereas someone perceiving a yellow wooden ball will only sense dry
wood behind the round yellow patch that has been shaped in a turner’s workshop and
coloured by a varnisher. In both cases, the impression resulting from memory is immediately
associated with sensation, completely merged with it, determining its character so essentially,
as if it were part of the pure sensation itself. Only through such comparisons we realise that
this is not the case.

Another example:
Why do we find a red cheek on a juvenile face so much more attractive than a pale one? Is

it the beauty, the delight of the colour red itself? Undeniably, this has a part in it. A fresh red
pleases the eye more than grey or colour errors. We can prove this even by experience. The
Englishman [William] Cheselden8 did surgery on a person born blind, who had never seen
colours and who therefore had not yet acquired any colour-related associations. He declared
that scarlet red was the most beautiful of all colours; among the others, he liked the liveliest
best, whereas black evoked much discomfort. The savages, who paint their body, prefer to
paint it with red colour. The earliest idols out of wood and clay were painted red. So, should
we not recognise the natural appeal of the red colour as the simple cause for our pleasure in
red cheeks? Again, I ask, why do we not find the same fresh red quite as appealing on the
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nose and hand as on the cheek? We even dislike it. In the case of nose and hand, the
pleasurable impression of the red is obviously outperformed by an element of displeasure.
What is the reason for this? It is not difficult to find. The red cheek speaks of health, joy,
flourishing life; the red nose reminds us of drunkenness and copper-induced chronical disease
[Kupferkrankheit], the red hand of washing, scrubbing, mashing; these are things we neither
wish to have nor to do. And we also do not wish to be reminded of these things.

Conversely, if a red nose and a pale cheek had always been a sign of good health and
temperance, the pale nose and the red cheek would appear as signs for the opposite and the
direction of our attraction would also be reversed. North American and Polish women prefer
a pale cheek to a red one, and, if necessary, try to obtain a pale one even at the expense of
their health by drinking vinegar or by other means. So, is it because they value paleness itself
over redness? Certainly not, but because they are accustomed to interpret a pale cheek as a
sign of refined constitution, higher education, and social position, while the red one only
indicates peasant health, they prefer the first over the latter. It is for the same reason that the
Chinese find crippled feet appealing when they belong to their women but evaluate the most
natural-beautiful ones vulgar and ungainly. They also depict their deities with big bellies
since they are used to seeing big bellies on their most distinguished imperial officials who are
above earthly needs and toils that usually stand in the way of big bellies.|183

Once I heard a woman say, one could only reliably judge the beauty of a human foot, if it
was shod. If sincerity had not been among this woman’s virtues, she most likely would have
hesitated to make this statement, as it might appear bizarre to most people. Yet there is some
truth in it. When we learn about the meaning of the human foot, it will be hidden by a shoe in
almost every case; and hence, we are truly familiar only with the foot inside of a shoe. Our
own foot, albeit not always the prettiest, is almost the only one we ever see naked and the feet
of statues usually count among their least noted features. Thus, criteria for beautiful feet are
less frequently applied to a naked foot than to a shod one; and, while judgement of the
former presupposes a certain amount of art expertise, judgement of elegance and daintiness
in the case of the latter only requires common social experience.

Not lesser than in the visual domain, the principle is relevant for all other sensory
modalities.

A blind woman, who could only acquire shape through the haptic sense, was asked, why
the arm of a particular person appealed to her so much. Neither did she feel the gentle pull,
the beautiful fullness, nor the elastic swelling of the arm. Actually, it was because she felt that
the arm was healthy, lively, and light-weighted. Although she could not feel this directly, she
associated it with what she experienced. I do not believe, however, that the direct impression,
in which one was inclined to find the sole cause of her appreciation, was really without effect;
yet the associated impression was more vividly brought to her attention. In ourselves, the
normally sighted, it is the opposite. We believe that we are able to read the entire beauty off a
beautiful arm, without suspecting that we read most of it into the same.

A woman who loved her man very much, said to him: I am so delighted that you have
such a pretty name. The name was not very pretty, but she loved the man, that is why she
liked the name. I myself remember that when I was a child, I liked the name Kunigunde very
much, until I came in contact with a girl of that name with a disagreeable appearance and
character. Soon thereafter, the name became disagreeable for me; and as I have not met a
particularly amiable Kunigunde since then, this impression has prevailed.9

Estate managers usually love the smell of dung because it reminds them of fertility.
Examples of that kind could be extended endlessly.
However, I hear a voice calling down to me from above: What are all these examples good

for? What do we gain for the sake of understanding aesthetics, what is gained at all?
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The orange, the cheek, the nose, the hand, the foot, and so on, are dependent parts of nature
and the human body; any aesthetics, however, that does not think low of itself, will go for the
whole and account for the parts only as such.

Well then, let us consider the significance of the principle for the beauty of a whole
landscape, the whole human figure, a whole work of art, and we will find it not diminished
but, on the contrary, extended and increased in the way that the whole surpasses the parts.
Using the simplest examples is not only the easiest way to explain the principle, but on our
way from below, we also cannot take the direction that appears as the only one possible for
the way from above. With a caveat to ascend further in the future, we therefore summarise
the principle’s main aspects based on the previous examples.|184

Every object we deal with is mentally represented by the resulting impact of our remem-
bering, that is, of anything we have experienced externally or internally, heard, read,
thought, learned with regard to this object, and even related objects. This resultant is
linked directly to the sight of the object, just as the idea of it is tied to the word that
designates it. In fact, shape and colour are, so to speak, nothing but visible words, which
immediately and involuntarily bring the whole meaning of an object to our attention; yet, we
have to learn this visible language first, to understand it, just like the language of words.
When we perceive a table, basically, we only see a rectangular patch; but within this rect-
angular patch, we perceive everything a table is needed for; this is what actually makes the
rectangular patch a table. We perceive a house, but this means everything along with the
house, that a house is good for and what takes place in a house; that is what turns the patch
into a house. We do not perceive it with the physical eye, but with a mental eye. We hereby
do not recall every detail separately that contributes to this impression; how could this be
possible, as everything attempts to enter consciousness at the same time. Thereby, everything
blends into the intuitive and coherent percept, which we have called the mental colour—a
term which is telling in more than one respect. No matter how many different colours we
mix, the mixture will always appear as a single colour that changes according to its coloured
components, and, if it is transparently applied to a solid coloured background, the two
colours together result in a coherent percept. And this percept again directly corresponds
to the combination of the two coloured components. Thus, from all the different kinds of
remembering, which are linked to an object’s appearance, there results a coherent percept
that varies according to the different ingredients in one’s memory, and which also blends into
a coherent percept with the physical object’s direct sight. So even in the case of a nearly
identical sensory input, a completely different overall impression may arise if it is glazed with
different mental colours, only a slight difference in its sensual quality is needed to convey
these different links. An orange, a yellow wooden ball, a brass ball, a golden ball, the moon.
All of them appear as round yellow patches, and yet what different impressions they convey!
We perceive the golden ball with a kind of deep Californian10 respect, we imagine entire
palaces, chariots and horses, liveried servants and magnificent travels; the wooden ball
appears to be for rolling only, but what high ideality belongs to the moon! It is only through
this, that anything authentic, the real diamond, the real gold, the real tenuous lace, the real
song of the nightingale, gains its tremendously advantageous impression over any kind of
imitation, even if it is of most deceiving quality.

According to the premise, that it is essential for our pleasure or displeasure what we
remember at the moment of remembering or perceiving a certain object, the remembering
as such adds a momentum of pleasure or displeasure to the aesthetic impression of an object
that may be in accord or discord with other events of remembering and perceiving of the
object. This principle will create the most manifold aesthetic conditions which would be
worthwhile to examine in examples, but this would lead too far here. The strongest and
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the most frequent impacts which we receive from an object, in relation to an object and

relative to an object, are the ones that leave memories which are the most dominant for

subsequent associated impressions.|185

Particular remembering is, of course, relatively weak with respect to what it effects as

recall; but through accumulation of many such events of remembering and their impact on a

single direct impression, their cumulative impact will surpass the effect of the direct impres-

sion the more easily, the richer in content they are.
How rich and interesting the remembering of an orange is compared to its mere shape and

colour!
An everyday example can teach us, how overpowering an impression resulting from accu-

mulated past experiences may become compared to the sensory, direct impression. Holding

one’s finger up in front of the eyes at twice the distance, it appears just as large as before,

although its image in the eye is only half the size, and it can only appear half as large to a

freshly operated blind person. Resulting from our entire life’s experience, the knowledge that

it has the same size at any distance, overpowers the sensory input so completely, that we

think to perceive its constant size at every distance. Obviously, our pleasure in regarding

objects is far too easily mistaken for the effect of their sensual appearance, whereas this

pleasure, in fact, draws on previous experience. Yet it is our mind that adds previously

acquired experience to our senses.
I have so far emphasised that the different components blend in the overall aesthetic

impression. Yet, for the sake of understanding aesthetics, we have to analyse them in

order to account for the formation of the overall impression. We need to ask, what belongs

to the direct impression, what is due to associations, and what do the former or latter

contribute to it. Such an analysis can never be exhaustive as we cannot calculate the con-

tribution of our remembering to every single associative impression, in fact our associations

are a kind of echo of our entire life, with different weightings of its various moments. If we

hit a taut fabric in some spot—our imagination is comparable to such a fabric—the whole

fabric will vibrate, but especially those parts that are closest to the spot we have hit or that

are connected with it by the strongest threads. However, an impression will always hit our

mental fabric simultaneously in more than one spot. Even if all our mental properties res-

onate with every single impression, we are still able to examine the predominant aspects of

each impression. Such considerations are alien to today’s standard theories of aesthetics as

they prefer to ignore the question altogether.
Aesthetics would be well advised to examine the composition of an overall impression.

Although the overall percept cannot be described, we may be able to characterise the com-

bination of its various components. Who could possibly define the percept of an orange, a

gold ball or a wooden ball? It can, however, be described through the associations which

have merged to shape it.
Not only through those that have merged into it, but also through those that may arise

from it, which constitutes a new, important aspect. Indeed, any association that has con-

tributed to a mental impression may come to the foreground again; it only takes external or

internal occasions for this to happen. This is why, after obtaining an overall percept, the

subject matter may be examined more closely in different, yet interrelated directions, forming

a second main component of an object’s aesthetic effect, that does not arise solely from its

coherent overall percept.|186 It is like the seed that produces a plant that resembles the one

from which it came. At the same time, this result of remembering is the fountain from which

phantasy draws; and since beauty has in our times been explained entirely with recourse to

phantasy, this is an invitation to examine this source more closely than hitherto.
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By emphasizing the mental colour of things, one should not overdo it, though this might

be tempting, after one has come to understand its importance. Just imagine an orange of a

grey inconspicuous colour instead of a beautiful golden yellow with a skewed and crippled

form instead of a perfectly round one, no memory attached to it will ever render it beautiful

or pleasant. A vanilla bean evokes similar rememberings as an orange but who would there-

fore find it good-looking! Yet again we should not underestimate the power of associated

impressions. The comparison between the orange and the wooden ball indicates this. Neither

the direct nor the associated impression accomplish anything by themselves, but conjointly

they accomplish much, together they add up to more than a mere additional product of their

pleasures. Here again, the very general and far-reaching principle of Aesthetic

Amplification11 takes effect—yet another principle that is not recognised by the Aesthetics

from Above. Although it is very important to explain how the direct sensory input and the

associated impression interact to form a coherent percept, we cannot go into further details

at this point.
These are the most general aspects of the principle, which can be clarified by the simplest

examples, and they remain equally valid when we now apply it to examples on a higher level.
Let us try to account for the percept the sight of a landscape evokes! There is something

unspeakable in it, something that cannot be described exhaustively. How can the nature and

the causes of this impression be explained? To show the different explanations given by the

Aesthetics from Above versus the Aesthetics from Below, I will contrast both approaches by

taking an explanation from one of today’s most valued textbooks on aesthetics by [Moriz]

Carri�ere.12 The first is the most far-reaching explanation; it is linked to the highest of idealist

aspects, while our explanation is found in closest proximity and linked to the lowest ones.
Carri�ere says (p. 243):

The essence of nature itself corresponds to beauty; for beauty appears to the mind as a manifest

representation of ideal content and mental regularities. This is what delights us so deeply, when

our mind meets some affinity with our soul in the external and physical world. First and fore-

most, however, one’s individual life is the purpose of life in general, every being is there for its

own end and not created to please us with its appearance; it is a favour of fate, if the totality of

the universe presents the reciprocity of things, the how and why of their mutual relations in a way

that we may perceive and grasp the inner essence from the surface as it appears from our limited

point of view, and how the forms of things answer not only to the universe’s ultimate purpose,

but also to the conditions and demands of our individuality. Indeed, we may praise therein the

benevolence and magnificence of the world’s ultimate cause, when substances, that appear indif-

ferent to the life of the organism, namely of the plants, or that are exhaled by them, delight us

with their pleasant smell or radiant colour like etheric oils or pigments, etc..|187

And in order to show how the individual is accounted for by this general consideration,

Carri�ere informs us about the plant as an element of the landscape (p. 258):

The potencies of the inorganic nature are focussed in the plant, in that an individual idea comes

into effect as a body-forming life force [leibgestaltende Lebenskraft] actively reproducing the

organism over and over again, that is connected with the earth by its roots, yet rises into air

and light spreading its branches and leaves sideways. The plant illustrates the concept of organic

design, which we have claimed for beauty earlier: the diversity of leaves and branches emanates

from a unity and is manifestly supported by it, and the interaction of the individual figures forms

a harmonious whole.
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Admittedly, our perspective from below does not come up to this grandiose vision. Let us
rather stick to what we can do better and consider the following simple example.

To the eye of the blind-born person who has just successfully undergone surgery and who
looks outside for the first time, the entire nature initially appears as a marbled page because
the patient is not yet able to perceive and simultaneously grasp the meaning of the perceived.
When gazing into the distance, there are meadows, fields, woods, mountains and lakes, but
these meadows, fields, woods, mountains and lakes cannot be deciphered; there are only
green, yellow, light, dark patches to be seen. Only the feeling of a far-reaching gaze, the
sensual stimulus or, going slightly beyond the sensory input, the sensation of light and
darkness, colour contrast, variation, and change determine the impression which can be
received from the landscape. But is that really all information we can retrieve from a per-
ceived landscape? We, too, see all that; it certainly adds considerably to the impression a
landscape makes, the mood it evokes; yet in the distant woods, which is but a green patch to
the unexperienced eye, we also perceive something vividly thriving and growing, that pro-
vides shade, coolness, wherein the hare, the deer run, the hunter walks, the birds sing, that is
haunted by some fairy tale, although we do not really hear or see any of this. In the lake, that
is just a blank or a blue patch to the patient, we know, waves go, skies are reflected, fish play,
ships cruise, and so on. Associations arise from all of these things that thrive and grow and
undulate. With our physical eye, we do not see the woods and the lake any different than the
freshly operated blind person and the new-born child: green and blank or blue patches; but
everything we have ever heard, seen, read, experienced, thought with regard to woods and
lakes, like anything that may serve as a comparison, contributes to the associations these
objects bestow upon us. This turns the sight of them into something unspeakably more
meaningful, rich, lively, emotionally deep and more productive for the imagination, than
for the person who has not seen, heard, thought about them. And the way it is with woods
and lakes, it is with every element of a landscape, meadow, field, mountain and house.
Everything is linked to our remembering and to notions of comparison, whereby these
objects become meaningful to us, and likewise their combination acquires meaning. The
sum of these memories and associations now merges with the sensory foundation and its
internal relations to generate the general percept of the landscape; with every detail of the
landscape opening a different field of memories and associations; and whatever enters into it
might as well emerge from it.|188

This said, it is easily understood, where the unspeakable, inexhaustible, inexplicable of a
landscape’s impression comes from. Who could possibly pursue, exhaust and clarify all the
ideas that have contributed to it? In this respect, every single object is inexhaustible; the
landscape, so to speak, provides us with an inexhaustible variety of inexhaustible objects
with infinitely intertwining fields of associations. Yet, even here we are able to identify its
predominant elements and thus to characterise, clarify and explain the impression at least to
a certain degree. For example:

Everybody will have noticed, what effect, what meaning an otherwise insignificant scenery
receives from a properly placed house, a castle and a little village; one might think of the
castle of Wernigerode (see Figure 1), the village of Gernrode at the foot of the Stubenberg
(see Figure 2) and the houses down in Wilhelmsthal (see Figure 3).13 To imagine the scenery
of these places without their man-made elements is to rob them of their point. To a certain
extent, the delight of this composition of architecture and nature can be gained from the
combination, change and opposition of its different shapes and colours; alas, how very little
would this signify without any reference to the meaning attached to this combination, this
change, this opposition! The main effect arises from the remembering of the human condi-
tion, the relationship of human and nature, which appears partly as a domination of nature,
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partly as an opposition to nature, partly as an interaction and life with and within nature,
which joins and enriches the direct impression.

One must not say, although it has been said to me: All of this would also be present in our
imagination without the sight of the building in nature, apart from the scenic impression;
hence, this impression cannot be based on such associations.—But, while it takes deliberate
effort to imagine all of the details separately, successively, incompletely and without any
connecting, unifying tie, they are immediately bestowed upon us at the sight of the building
in nature as part of the overall impression. These are obviously two completely different
things that may result in very different impressions.

To this effect, I would like to give an example from my own experience, where all of this
occurred to me:

During my last holidays, my wife and I spent several weeks in a forester’s lodge about
fifteen minutes from the city of Lauterberg in the Harz mountains. On the opposite side
of our dwelling, there was a green hillside, which we often climbed, and from where we
overlooked a vast forested and mountainous scenery of rather indefinite forms. Except
for the lodge in the foreground, there were no other human dwellings to be seen any-
where; only in the distance a single red roof protruding from the monotony of the ramps
of the greenwoods. Yet this roof brought a very peculiar effect into the otherwise plain
scenery. It was simply the punchline of the entire landscape. And I said to myself: What
if one made a red spot of the exact same measurements onto a green wall, would it look
just as idyllic, sentimental, romantic, fabulous as the red roof in the forest landscape?
Certainly not. And could the red spot on the green wall even evoke the same lively
associations of man’s living and moving, the sorrows and joys of forest solitude, just
like the red roof in the woods does?|189

Yet again, I have to mention an objection someone expressed regarding this example,
someone who was educated in the new school of aesthetics and would not tolerate the
introduction of a new godhead for which he took the Association Principle.

Everything that remembering has added to the impression of the red roof and the green
woods, he argued, everything that came into play only through secondary associations, does
not belong to the aesthetic impression of the landscape at all, but has to be separated from it
in order to be purely aesthetic. For the mere scenic impression, the artist is interested in the,
so to speak, musical relations of colour and shape. And these relations affect us directly
through the eye and we complete the truly visible, for instance the roof as a part of the house
and the green forest representing the woods, by our imagination. Only what is immediately
visible of the house and the woods, and thus interacts with other visual relations, is of
importance for their scenic impression.

However, this objection is based on the delusion that the mere visual properties of a house
and a forest are much more than just meaningless lines filled with colour whose interactions
with other visual relations are also without meaning. Only the expedience of the house for
living and the tree’s inherent potential for growth and what is attached to these two features
brings content, life and depth into the impression of their visible aspects; and to subtract it
would be like stripping the flesh from the human body and taking the skeleton for its
essential meaning. How might this objection account for the scenic impression of a ruin?
Should this impression rather be dependent on the contrast between its grey shapelessness
and the colours and lines of its surroundings; or rather on what is now the ruin as a focal
point of memories in the vivid present; it would otherwise take but the grey rugged rock
without a ruin on top to make the same impression. How could we possibly speak of a
landscape’s romantic, idyllic, historical character if the higher artistic significance of the
contrasting, harmonic and rhythmic relations of the colours and forms were not provided
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by the meaning these visible relations have acquired over a person’s lifetime. As far as these
features are concerned, they only gain higher landscape-related significance as part of such

higher level relations; as bearers of higher level aspects their impact is then, of course,
intensified in accordance with the Amplification Principle. But let us postpone the dispute
of this matter for now and mention some other experiences instead.

Nowadays, many castles and monasteries on hills and mountains serve as madhouses and
prisons; once we learn about this, it seems as if the charm they bestow upon the landscape is
put out by a splurge of cold water.14

Today’s railway buildings count among the greatest achievements of contemporary archi-
tecture. Such grandiose and characteristic structures of the purest architectural symmetry can
be seen in many places! Moreover, they can show the perfect functionality, and who would

deny the importance of functionality for the aesthetics of architecture, which is basically also
conveyed by association? Yet the impression of these buildings is never delightful to the
ultimate degree and falls short of the highest esteem; they never grant the joyful impression
of a palace nor the sublimity of a temple.|190 Why? Because we identify them as theatres of a
displeasing hustle and bustle.

Let us go even higher and beyond landscape and architecture! We recognise the human
figure15 [Gestalt] as the most beautiful work of creation; the highest works of fine art are
dedicated to it or use it as their elements. Doubtless, there is much in the flowing of shapes,

the mirror-symmetry, maybe the simple proportions, as some claim, or certain rhythmical
relations as others have it, or the golden section as [Adolf] Zeising16 asserts, and certainly
also something instinct-driven that is appealing about the individual figure, apart from any
meaning related to it; besides, the painting as a whole also comprises the aspects of grouping

and colour treatment in which harmonic and disharmonic relations in themselves may also
bear a part. However, all this is but the lowest foundation for the human figure as an

Figure 1 The city and castle of Wernigerode seen against the backdrop of the Harz mountains. Photo by
Barbara Ortlieb (2019).
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expression of functionality for the affairs and joys of life and the higher expressions of the
soul and its movements which we find entirely within a single figure and which are ultimately
surpassed by the more general and higher human relations, yes, even relations transcending
the human sphere, we find in the painting as a whole. All of this, however, bears on the
perceived constellations of shape and colour only through the meaning they have acquired
due to our previous experiences; all of this is a matter of the associated, not the direct
impression. One must not despise these basic foundations of human beauty, just as one
must not disregard metre, rhythm and rhyme in poetry; but we must not value them too
high either; and who can search for the highest beauty in metre, rhythm and rhyme of a
poem, if their violation spoils the entire beauty of a poem just as much as a perfect flow can
lift it up? We have here yet another example of the Aesthetic Amplification Principle whereby
the product of lower and higher factors, which rest upon the former, may result in a higher
aesthetic pleasure than the sum of aesthetic pleasure which lies in every single one of the
lower and higher elements. In this regard, there is no difference between the beauty of a poem
and that of the human body.

Many aesthetic theories acknowledge how a building’s functionality contributes to its
beauty just as the mental expression adds to the beauty of a human being. These theories
approve of the Association Principle, albeit it is not explicitly credited and its most important
aspects are not recognised. Often the mental expression is identified with the direct impres-
sion as a predefined or automatically emerging appendage of shape. Often the impact of
association is confounded with direct impression; and its essential contribution to higher
aesthetic impressions is often, as in one of the previous examples, fundamentally misunder-
stood, even denied; equally often beauty is also entirely attributed to functionality and
meaning without any good reason. Much could be said about all this, but on the whole,
we have promised to refrain from treading the path which we do not deem the best. We
therefore close as we began: with some general reflections.

Figure 2 Village of Gernrode at the foot of the Stubenberg. Photo by Barbara Ortlieb (2019).
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Should the appeal of things be based mainly on remembering pleasant things, some things

must be pleasurable per se. It is one of the main tasks of the Aesthetics from Below to detect

these sources of inherent delight and appeal as well as the laws of their interplay and possibly

to identify a general source, a general law of how pleasure and displeasure come to pass,

which is a hitherto unsolved problem like the problem of a universal law of energy in phys-

ics.17 However, we did not attempt to solve such general problems. We only meant to show

that association is one of the most important among the secondary sources of appeal in that

it absorbs the more direct ones and blends them.|191

One must not mistake the direct sources of pleasure for the purely sensory ones alone,

although all of the purely sensory are direct ones. Conversely, higher aesthetic impressions

are not limited to the field of association: Perception of symmetry, colour relations, relations

of tones, goes beyond the purely sensory domain without therefore being a matter of asso-

ciation.18 All higher aesthetic impressions are attached to contexts and interrelations that can

be internal as well as external to the object. Here the internal, there the external or associative

ones play the predominant role.
In the visual modality, there is no aesthetic impression of considerable height which does

not involve the Association Principle. Kaleidoscopic figures and fireworks are the highest the

visual domain brings about without it. The experience of poetry also culminates in the

associative factor, for the meaning of a poem is linked to the words, whereas meter,

rhythm, rhyme only gain significance by merging into them. In music, however, association

only plays a supporting role. The higher impression of music lies mainly in the pursuit of its

internal relations and whatever else is linked to the musical impression is associated to it by

coincidence.19 Striving for the establishment of consistent principles, the overall impression

of painting has also been frequently linked to internal relations like the ones found in music;

but in this respect, painting is more akin to poetry than to music, although they are not in

every respect comparable. It would be of some interest to examine the partly analogous and

Figure 3 Castle and park of Wilhelmsthal in the Thuringian Forest near the city of Eisenach. Photo by
Barbara Ortlieb (2019).
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partly differing role of the Association Principle in the different arts more closely; yet again,

we have to remember the limits that are imposed upon us here.
For two reasons, beauty itself does not become a matter of pure chance just because it is

largely based on incidental associations. First, around every object a certain circle of asso-

ciations necessarily arises from innate dispositions and the relationships among people and

things that are based on them; second, among those which vary according to different

conditions in time and space, only a particular form is particularly benign for mankind

and this is the one that is linked to the concept of true beauty. This, of course, necessarily

follows from our principle and it can be easily held against the idea of absolute beauty some

people have, that beauty of the human figure cannot be of the highest visual beauty every-

where. If there are creatures on other planetary spheres that are organised and built differ-

ently from humans on account of other cosmic conditions, the highest beauty will be

attributed to those creatures with the most valued meaning attached to them.
For humans, beauty is essentially based on associations that relate life’s basic sensory

sensations to things of higher value and meaning; this is why beauty powerfully affects all

higher cultural relations of mankind just as much as beauty is in a way their product and

thereby gains a high significance that goes far beyond immediate pleasure.

Translated from the German of Fechner (1866) by S. A. Ortlieb, W. A. Kügel and CCC.

Note to the Original Paper

* In the original article, the title is accompanied by the following editorial note: “Thus far,

the program of our journal did not include aesthetic treatises; yet we believe that it is in the

very interest of the readers if we admit this original attempt ‘to introduce a new god to

aesthetics’, especially since it was already well received as a public lecture”.

Notes

1. Apart from the first volume of the Elements of Psychophysics (Fechner, 1860/1966), there are only

two other English translations: Fechner’s (1836/1906) popular booklet On Life After Death and a

compilation of his philosophical writings entitled Religion of a Scientist (Fechner, 1946).
2. The German “Vorschule” literally translates to “preschool”. From Fechner’s (1876) introductory

remarks on the title, we conclude that he used it in the sense of “propaedeutics” like other authors

before him (e.g., Paul, 1804). Thus, “Vorschule” refers to an introductory course offering the basic

knowledge and skills needed to conduct studies in a particular field, in this case (empirical)

aesthetics.
3. Original publication: Fechner, G. T. (1866). Das Associationsprincip in der Aesthetik. Zeitschrift

für bildende Kunst, 1(1), 179–191. Page breaks of the original article are indicated by short vertical

lines with suspended page numbers. They mark the beginning of the first complete sentence on a

new page.
4. Philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) whose 1790 Critique of Judgement (Kritik der

Urteilskraft) proved tremendously influential in Western aesthetics. Fechner (1876) and later

Bourdieu (1979) held the Kantian ideal of free beauty (freie Sch€onheit) responsible for a highbrow

aesthetics that values style over content and looks down on popular taste. Ortlieb and Carbon

(2019) have made a case that, against Fechner’s original intentions, a highbrowed disregard for

content-related associations and everyday phenomena is still present in today’s paramount models

of empirical aesthetics, including fluency-based ones.
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5. In 1796, physicist and chemist Hans Christian Ørsted (1777–1851), who later became famous for

his discovery of electromagnetism, authored an award-winning essay in aesthetics about the

“boundaries between poetic and prosaic expression” (Ørsted, quoted by Christensen, 2013, p.

48). His Dissertation on the Structure of the Elementary Metaphysics of External Nature (Ørsted,

1799), however, was based mainly on the works of Kant (Wilson, 2008).
6. By the name “Home”, Fechner most likely refers to philosopher David Hume (1711–1769; born

David Home—sic!) whose ideas about aesthetics proved just as influential (Of Tragedy; Of the

Standard of Taste, both published in 1757) as his radical take on the problem of induction.

Especially, Hume’s (1757a,1757b) much-quoted claim that “[b]eauty is no quality in things them-

selves [but] exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; and [that] each mind perceives a

different beauty” (p. 136) is widely agreed with the ideas Fechner develops in the present text about

the Aesthetic Association Principle.
7. On the whole, Fechner takes a very differentiated look at the role of familiarity in aesthetics:

Although he rejects the idea of a monotonously increasing relationship between familiarity and

liking (see Zajonc, 1968), his many examples, especially the below passage on remembering, indi-

cate, that he is perfectly aware of the fact that familiarity, that is, previous exposure, is crucial for

the establishment of context- and content-related associations. Fechner even accounts for the

exceptions (preparedness; Seligman, 1971): things that make a strong first impression which we

are today inclined to identify as phenomena like the baby scheme or images of snakes and spiders

that reliably trigger affective responses without or with only very little previous experience (see

Hoehl et al., 2017).
8. William Cheselden (1688–1752) was an anatomy teacher and surgeon who performed one of the

first known cases of full recovery from blindness—a 13-year-old boy—in 1728. Although the

patient gained sight after removing the opaque lenses caused by a congenital cataract, he encoun-

tered severe problems even with simple visual perception tasks (Gregory & Wallace, 1963).
9. By contrast, in the two translators from the University of Bamberg, the name Kunigunde evokes

mainly positive associations since the city of Bamberg was an important residence and burial site of

the Holy Roman empress and Catholic saint Kunigunde of Luxembourg (c. 975–1040). Apparently,

associations are shaped by one’s previous experience.With the Aesthetic Association Principle a high

degree of subjectivity comes into play, which is possibly one of the reasons why experimental

aesthetics is so reluctant to admit its great importance for aesthetic experience.
10. Perhaps an allusion to the Californian gold rush which came to an end only 10 years before the

article was published. Fechner could therefore assume that gold and California (still nicknamed

“The Golden State”) were strongly linked in the minds of his readers.

11. Fechner’s (1876) Aesthetic Principle of Help and Amplification (Princip der €asthetischen Hülfe und

Steigerung—sic!) postulates that “a conjuncture of multiple, alone rather ineffective but altogether

consistent pleasure-related conditions yields a hedonic result that is greater, often far greater, than

the sum of their individual effects; it is possibly through such a confluence that they exceed the

hedonic threshold and yield aesthetic pleasure in the first place” (p. 51, transl. by S. Ortlieb). The

success formula for kitsch, proposed by Ortlieb and Carbon (2019), makes as good example for this

principle in that it shows how two rather insignificant variables—an immediately identifiable and

perfectly conventional manner of representation—multiply the impact of an emotionally charged

subject matter.
12. Moriz Philip Carri�ere (1817–1895) was a writer and philosopher. Fechner is quoting the first

volume of Carri�ere’s (1859) Aesthetics: The Idea of Beauty and its Realisation in Life and Art

(Aesthetik: Die Idee des Sch€onen und Ihre Verwirklichung im Leben und in der Kunst).
13. The city of Wernigerode and the village of Gernrode are both located in Saxony-Anhalt on the

northern edge of the Harz mountains, while Wilhelmsthal refers to a secluded castle situated in the

Thuringian Forest near the city of Eisenach. All three points of Fechner’s interest make popular

postcard motives although visitors, including the first translator and his wife, tend to agree that it is

not so much the topography of these places, but the castles of Wernigerode and Wilhelmsthal,

respectively, the Romanesque Saint Cyriacus Church of Gernrode, that make them truly

picturesque.
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14. This could be a hint at the cold-water cures for certain mental illnesses in 19th-century psychiatric

institutions.
15. Although Fechner uses the term “Gestalt” in this context, it is rather improbable that he is referring

to the core concept of Gestalt psychology which was only fully developed decades later. Most

certainly, he had the colloquial German word “Gestalt” in mind which closely corresponds to the

English “figure” or “shape”.
16. Adolf Zeising (1810–1876) claimed that the golden section is a universal principle, discernible not

only in the arts (harmony in music, painting, sculpture, and architecture), but in almost every

animate (proportions in plants, animals, and humans; Neue Lehre von den Proportionen des mens-

chlichen K€orpers, Zeising, 1854) or inanimate natural phenomenon (geometry of crystals and

chemicals; Das Normalverh€altniss der chemischen und morphologischen Proportionen, Zeising,

1856). Although Fechner (1865,1871) did not share this universal claim, he recognised the relevance

of the golden ratio for aesthetics and conducted several groundbreaking albeit inconclusive experi-

ments on Zeising’s golden section hypothesis with regard to aesthetic choices (Ueber die Fragen des

goldenen Schnittes; Zur experimentalen Aesthetik).
17. Written only shortly after Darwin’s (1859) On the Origin of Species, this passage seems to anticipate

a basic idea of Darwinian aesthetics, namely, to identify universal aesthetic preferences that strong-

ly suggest ancient psychological adaptations (Dutton, 2009).
18. Interestingly, Fechner is speculating about a low-level preformation of basic sensations that already

affects aesthetic choices prior to content-related interpretation. This idea is strikingly similar to the

concept of a “good Gestalt” that was developed decades later by Gestalt psychology.
19. Fechner seems to adhere to a rather narrow understanding of music in the sense of absolute music,

which does not include the possibility of program music, where music is used to illustrate or

highlight certain historical events—Wellington’s Victory by Beethoven—or impressions of

nature—Beethoven’s 1808 symphony No. 6 (Pastoral). In these cases, it seems that music is very

well capable of conveying clear-cut impressions of a battle or a thunderstorm. Fechner’s notion is

also challenged by the music drama of his contemporary, the composer Richard Wagner (1813–

1883), who made elaborate use of short signature sequences to identify different characters, ideas,

objects or places of his music dramas. Through this technique of leitmotifs—Wagner himself spoke

of “Gefühlswegweiser” (signposts of emotion)—he was able to create a complex musical commen-

tary to the plot, guiding the listener’s memories and associations. Today, this narrative use of

musical themes and leitmotifs is an important feature of film scores.
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f)erauf unterf d,Jeiben mifl. roian bef)anbelt fie l:lon Dben f)erab, inbem man l:lon aUgemein, 
ften 3been unb 5Segriffen aul'.lgel)enb 311m �in3e(nen aofteigt, l:lon Unten f)erauf, inbem 

man l:lom @n3e{nen 311m mUgemeinen auffteigt. '.ti ort orbnet man bal'.l iiftf)etif cf>e �r• 
f af)rtmgl'.lgeoiet einem l:lon ooerften @efid)tl'.l.)lunften aul'.l fonftruirten ibeeffen maf)men nm· 

*) Dolllof/f lllir iiftfJetif cfien �of}anbfungen in bem l_j.lrogramm unf erer 3eitfcfirift feinen �fonm geboten 
f}aoen, gfauoen lllir bocfi biefen origineUen �erfucfi ,,eine neue @ottl)eit in bie llleftf}etif ei113ufiil,1ren" im 
3ntmfie ber �efer oereitllli!Iig lRanm '6ieten 311 foUen, um fo mel}r aft! berfe!{le omittl in I_Yorm einer \)l'' 
\)uliiren �orfef ung fid) bet! !Seif aUtl 3u erfreuen l}atte. �. b. op. 
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ein unb unter; q i er  liaut mon bie gon3e Weftlietif ouf @runb i:iftqetifd]er @rfof)rungen 
bon unten an ouf. � or t  f)anbe(t e{l fid] in erfter unb 3ug(eid] qöd]fter Snfton3 um bie 
)ßegriffe unb Sbeen ber �d]önqeit, ber St'unft, be{l �ti({l, um it,re �te((ung im @efammt• 
fl)ftem a11gemeinfter .iBegriffe, it,re .iBe3ief)ung 3um 5lliaf)ren, 3um @uten, 3um @öttHd]en, 
in{lbej onbere 3u ben göttlid)en Sbeen unb ber göttfid]en �d]ö�fertqi:itigteit. Wu{l ber reinen 
S)öf)e bief er W((gemeinf)eiten fteigt man bonn in ba{l irbif dJ ,empirifd)e @ebiet be{l ein,;elnen, 
be{l 3eitlid) unb örtlid] �d]önen qero·v, unb mifit afie{l @in3e(ne am illcofiftobe be{l �((, 
gemeinen. S)ier  gef)t man i,on @rfol)rungen über ba{l, roo{l gefi:i((t unb mififii((t, au{l, 
ftü�t qierouf a(fe .iBegtiffe unb @ef e�e, bie in ber �Teftf)etit l,J3fo� 3u greifen qoben, f udJt 
fie unter imitrücfficf)t ouf bie @ef e�e be{l �einl'.l unb ®o{{en{l, benen bie bei'.! @efa1iettl3 
immer untergeorbnet bleiben müffen, mef)r unb met,r 3u i,ero((gemeinern unb baburcl) 3u 
einem ��ftem o((gemeinfter .iBegriffe unb @efe�e 3u gelangen. :t:l o rt Hegt ba{l S)aupt, 
getoid]t überf)oupt ouf .iBegriffen unb Sbeen, unb 11l{e @rfliiruugen berut,en nur in 
Unterorbmmgen unter begriff(id]e uub ibee11e St'otegorien; li i e r  Hegt bal'.l S)ouptgeroid]t 
auf erfat,rungl'.lmi:ifiigen @ef e�en, unb bie @rfliirungen beruf)en in ber S)auµtjad]e auf ber 
Unterorbnuug unter f o(d]e. 

Seber llon beiben 5lliegen f)at feine 5.Bortf)eife unb feine ITTad]tf)ei(e. :t)er erfte giebt 
uni'.! i, on i,orn f)ereiu bal'.l ,8ie{, bem man auf bem 3roeiten erft 3uftreben mu§, ben a((ge, 
meinften .iBficf, bie f)öd)ften @efid]tl'.lpunfte; aber man gefongt auf if)m fd)ltiet 3u einer 
ffaren Drientirung über bie @rünbe bei'.! @efa1iett13 unb illcififa({enl'.l im �in3efnen, um bie 
el'.l uni'.! bod] aucl) 3u tqun fein mufi; el'.l bfeibt mef)r ober weniger bei unbeftimmt 

. f d]toebenben, in if)rer Wfigemeinf)eit bal'.l �in3efne nid]t (eid]t fd]arf treffenbcn .iBe, 
griffen. �a3u fe�t bief er 5llieg, um rid]tig 3u füqren, einen ridJtigen fütl'.lgang i,oraul'.l, ben 
man im @runbe nur in einem i,o{{enbeten .)lf)ifof opf)ifd]en unb fefbft tf)eofogifd]en ��ftem 
finben fonn, mal'.! toir beibel'.l nod] nid]t f)aben. ITTur i,ie(e 5.Berfucf)e berfefben f)aben toir, 
unb f o f)aben itlir aud] i,ie(e 5.Berf ud]e, bie Weftf)etif bomit in .iBe3ief)ung 3u f e�en, bie. af!e 
nod} i,ief 3u roünfd}en übrig laffen, aber bod] bem .iBebürfnifi a((gemeinfter unb f)öd]fter 
@eficf)tl'.lpunfte entgegenfommen, unb, roenn fie baff efbe nid]t i,o11ftiinbig befriebigen, bocf) 
bef d]iiftigen unb rood) erf)aften. �er 3toeite 5llieg geroi:ifJtt f)ingegen eine flare Drientirung 
über bie @rünbe bei'.! @efafienl'.l unb illcififa11ettl3 im @in3e(nen unb ITTi:id]ften; aber mon 
gelangt auf if)m fd]toer 3u a(igemeinften @efid)tl'.l�unften unb Sbeen; mon bleibt f o 3u 
f agen, (eid]t auf f)al&em 5lliege ftecfen. �r f e�t nid]tl'.l .lBeftreitbare\3 i,oroul'.l, fängt aber 
oucf) fo 3u fagen mit nicf)tl'.l an; man fd]reitet auf if)m fid]er in ber iiftf)etifd)en �tfennt, 
ni§ i,or, aber nur, inbem mon langf am tiorfd]reitet. 

St'ur3 ber erfte 5llieg l)etf)i:iU fid) 311m 3toeitett , roie fid] bie ITTaturpl)Hof o�f)ie 3ur l,J3f)t)fif 
i,erf)i:ilt. 5lliie nun bie ITTaturpf)ilofopf)ie früf)er bagetoefen ift ail'.l bie l,J3f)�fif, fo ift ber 
erfte 5llieg in ber Weftf)etif früf)er bagetoefen a(l'.l ber 3toeite, unb f elbft iett nod} ber faft 
o11ein betretene; roenigftenl'.l ll.lutbe ber 3toeite niemafl'.l mit @ntf d)iebenf)eit , Sfonfequen3 unb 
imetf)obe berfofgt. 9cun ll.lirb bie l,J3f)�fif niemafl'.l eine ITTatur�f)Hof opf)ie unb ber 3roeite 
5llieg in ber �eftf)etif niemafl'.l ben erften überflüffig mad]en; el'.l mürbe aber meine(! 
@rad]tenl'.l gut fein, ll.lenn man auf biefem 3roeiten 5lliege, bem 5lliege i,on Unten, bem 
erften, bem 5lliege i,on Dben, mef)r entgegenfäme, a(l'.l f eitf)er ber ß'afi, um einen feften unb 
fid)ern .iBoben a(l'.l Unterbau für bie f onft nur 3u f d)roanfenbe unb f)aft1ofe S)öf)e bei'.! erften 
3u geltlittnen. 

@enug bet �(fgemeinf)eiten ü6er lieibe Wege. �13 ga(t nur, f o i,ie{ f)ier barüber 3u 
fugen, um bal'.l 1.JMnci�, 1.1011 bem bie ffiebe fein fo((, afl'.l eine �ad]e 3ugfeid] unb l,J3robe
bei'.! 31Deiten 5lliegel3 f)in3uftefien, unb bamit 3u ertfi:iren, ktlarum e{l in ber feitf)erigett 
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meftf)etif f o ttienig >Beacf)tung gefunben f)at , - el'.l Hegt eoen nicf)t auf if)rem Wege , -
en't>Hcf) aucf), um bamit ben im ß'o(genben ein3uf cf)fogenben @ang bet >Betracf)tung 3u moti0 

i,iren. llcacf) ber llcatur bel'.l 3ttleiten 5lliegel'.l fonn berfel6e ni1:9t mit allgemeinen @efid)tl3' 
punften onf)eoen; o(f o ttl erbe id) bie(mef)r mit ben einfocf)ft,mögficf)en >Beifpie(en beginnen, 
on benen fid) bal'.l bon mir fogenannte iiftf)etifcf)e mff ociotionl'.lprincip 3ug(eid) ediiutern 
nnb oettiiif)ren liifit. 

:Damit oef)aupte icf) nicf)t, etttiol'.l aof ofut llceuel'.l bor3utrogett; ttier fönttte bol'.l üoer• 
f)aupt in f o(cf)eu '.tlin9.en ! ,8ubötberft ift bol'.l 2lffociationl'.lprincip nacf) feiner Wicf)tigfeit in 
'Der l,ßf�cf)ofogie liingft oefonut unb onerfonnt; unb ttienn biefi in ber 2leftf)etif feinel'.lttiegl'.l 
entfprecfJenb _ber ß'oU ift, f o f)ot el'.l bocf) nid)t berfef)fen fönnen, fiel) aud) f)ier irgenbttlie 
geftenb 3tt macf)en. @efegentficf) ttiirb el'.l ja ttiof)f oucf) in ber f)eutigen ß'ad),meftf)etif 3ur 
Q'rfliirung 3ugqogen, nur of)ne mf)nung feiner principieUen ttleittragenben 5lliicf)tigfeif, bie 
f ogor bon �ant in feiner 13ef)re bon ber anf)iingenben �dJönf)eit gerabe3u mififonnt ift. ' 
5Eon llceumn hlÜfite icf) üoerf)oupt nur et\ua Derfteb 3u nennen, ber if)m etl1)ol'.l gröfiere 
>Beacf)tung gef d)enft - erHiirHl;l), ttleif er afl'.l .5Beooocf)ter 3ur meftf)etif gefommen, - of)ne 
freilid) bem l,ßrincip 3u feinem gon3en med)t 3u f)effen ober in feine >Beftimmungen genauer 
ei113ugef)en ; unb ttier bon ben tonongeoenben 2{eftf)etitern fiimmert fiel) um Derfteb? 
5Eon mertmn möd)te inl'.loef onbere 5) o m e on3ufüf)ren fein. 'Docf) beginnen ttiir mit ben 
>Beif piefen ! 

Unter ollen ß'rücf)ten bielleicf)t bie f cf)önfte, ober, ttienn man ben 2lutcrud: fcf)ön 3u 
i,ief finbet, für bol3 muge rei3enbfte bürfte bie Drange ober mpfe1fine fein. ß'rüf)er ttior 
biefi f ogor .nocf) mef)r ofe ie�t ber ß'aU, 1uo fie fiel) auf offen öffentficf)en 5Eerfoufatifcf)en 
ouagefegt, oei faft jeber illcittagatafe( 3um '.tleff ert finbet: benn jeber mei3 ftumpft ficf) 
burd) feiue .s)iiufigfeit ob. Sd) erinnere midJ ooer ttiof)f, ttlefcf)en f o 3u fagen romontifcf)en 
mei3 ber mnofict bief er ß'rucf)t früf)er für mid) f)atte unb nocf) je�t bürfte man if)r feine 
im mm3f ef)en boqief)en. 

5llioritt nun Hegt bal'.l mei3enbe if)rel'.l 2tul'.lf ef)enl'.l? llcotürfid) benft jeber 3uniicf)ft 011 
if)re f d)öne reine @ofbfarbe unb reine munbung. Unb gettlifi Hegt bief f)ierin; bieffeid)t 
meint man fogar, bofi füfel'.l f)ierin Hege. So, ttiorin f ofite el'.l benn f onft Hegen? lll:ber, 
ttienn ber 2ef er f o fragte, f o ttiäre biefi ein >Belueil'.l, bofi if)m mein l,ßrittcip nid,Jt �riif ent 
ift, ober f oUte if)m nod) etl1)o� beifallen, fo 11)Ütbe el'.l fid)et unter bol'.l 1,princip treten. 
�Ufo möge man einen illcoment überfegen, oo ttlirfüd) ber gon3e mei3 bei'.! 2luafef)enl'.l 
bief er ß'rud)t in if)rer f d)önen @ofbfarlie unb reinen munbung liegrünbet ift ! 

_ Scf) fage nein; benn ttlarum gefiefe unl'.l nicf)t fonft eine gefb überfiruifite .s)of3fugef 
eoenf o gut ttlie bie Drange, roenn Ulir 1uiff en, bafi fie biefmef)r eine .s)of3fugef afl'.l eine 
Drange ift. Sa, tro�bem, bafi bie Drange eine rauf)e �cf)a(e f)at unb mauf)igfeit im 
mllgemeinen minber gut gefäfft afa @fätte, 1uie fiel) oeim 5Eergleicf) berf cf)iebener .s)of3fuge(n 
fe(f,ft oehleift, f o gefällt unl'.l bodJ bie rouf)e Drange oeff er a(l'.l bie fod:irte .s)of3fugef. 

'.tlol'.l fonn nid)t in einem 5Eoquge ber Wof)fgefäffigfeit ber ß'orm 1111b ß'otbe on fiel) 
f eloer liegen; in bief er .s)inficf)t finb fid) oeibe @egenfh'inbe gfeicf?, ober fonn bie .s)ol3fugef 
f eflift ben 5Eor3ug f)aoen. '.tler 5Eoqug ber Drange fonn nur borin liegen, bofi ttlir elien 
eine Drange, olier feine .s)of3fugef in i�r f ef)en, bafi Ulit bie >Bebeutung ber Drange an 
i{>re ß'orm unb ß'orlie fnüpfen. :Die >Bebeutung ber Drange alier fügt freifid} 3um �f)eif 
fef6ft mit in ß'orm unb ß'arbe, bod} feinel'.ll1)eg{l affein, biefme�r in ber @efommtf)eit beff en, 
hloa fie ift unb ttlMt, inl'.l6ef onbere in >Be3ief)ung auf unl'.l f ef6ft ift mtb ttlitft. 5llienn, 
fcf>on nun bem �inn unmittellior nur ß'orm unb ijorlie �riifent ijt, f o fügt bie Q'rinnerung 
bol'.l Uelirige, nid}t ein;dn, aber in einem @efammt,Q'inbrucre f)in3u, triigt e{l in ben finn, 

.Beitf�ri� für btlbenbe .Run�. 25 

A Cumulus

93



182 1la� 2lff ociation�\)tinciµ in ber 2leftf,letit. 

fid,len �inbrucf f)inein, bereid/ert if)n bamit, malt if)n fo 3u fagen bamit auß; ttiir mögen 
baß fuq bie geiftige ß'arbe nennen, bie 3ur finnfüfJen fJin3utritt ober ben affociirten �in, 
brucf, ber fiel> mit bem biretten tierbinbet. Unb barin liegt et'.!, bau uni'.! bie Drange 

f d,löner afa bie gelbe .S)o(3tuge( erf cf)eint. 
Sn ber �f)at, iief)t benn ber, ber eine Drange fief)t, bloß einen runben gelben ß'(ecf 

in if)r_? Weit bem jinnficf)en muge, ja; geiftig ab�r fief)t er ein '.t)ing tlon rei3enbem @erud), 
erquicrenbem @efcf)macr, an einem fdJönen maume, in einem fcf)önen 2anbe, unter einem 
ttJarmen ,Pimmel gettJad)fen in if)r; er fiel)t fo 311 fagen gan3 Stafien mit in if)r, baß 
\lanb, roof)in uni'.! tlon jel)er eine romantif d,le eel)nfucf)t 30g; auß ber �rinnerung an au 
baß f e�t fid) bie geiftige ß'arbe 3ufammen, ttlomit bie iinnfid)e tlerfc(Jönernb fofirt ift; 
inbeu ber, ber eine gefbe .S)o(3tugef fiel)t, eben bloß trocrnel:l 5)0(3 {)inter bem runben gelben 
ß'(ecfe fiel)t, baß in ber '.t)red)ß(erttJertftatt �ebrel)t unb tlom 2acfirer angeftrid,len ift. 
meibeßfaUI'.! aff ociirt fid) ber auß ber �rinnerung refuftirenbe �inbrucr f o unmittelbar an 
bie mnfd,lauung, tlerfd,>mH3t f o tioUftänbig bamit, beftimmt fo ttJefentfid,l ben �f)aratter 
berf e(ben mit, a(I'.! 11.lenn er ein meftanbtl)ei( ber %tf d,lauung f elbft ttJäre. '.t)af)er ttJir · 
freifid) (eid,>t geneigt fein tönnen, if)n mit afß eine ead,le berf efben f e(bft 311 red}nen, unb 
nur burd) lßei·g(eid,le, 11:lie toir einen fo(d)en eben anfteaten, baf)inter fommen tönnen, bau 
er et'.! nid/t ift. 

�in anbmß .l8eif i,ie1 : 
5IDarum gefä11t uni'.! eine rotl)e 5IDange an einem jugenb(id,len @efid,lte f o tlie( beff er 

a(e eine blaffe? �ft el:l bie ed)ön{)eit, ber l>tei3 bei'.! l>totl) an ficf>? Unftreitig f)at bai3 
mntf)eH baran. �in frif d)eß l>totf) erfreut baß �uge me{)r all'.! @rau ober W?iufarbe. · ill?an fonn 
et'.! fogar burd} füfal)rung betoeifen. '.ver �nglänber � 1) e f f  db en oi,erirte einen mHnb, 
gebornen, ber nie ß'arben gef ef)en f)atte unb bei bem fid) a(f o aud,l an ß'arben nod,l nid,ltß 
aff ociiren fonnte. '.t)ief er erffärte tlon tlorn f)min ed)arfod) für bie f d/önfte a((er ß'arben; 
untei· ben übrigen gefielen if)m bie munterften am beften, toogegen ed)toar3 il)m groueß 
Unbef)agen erregte. '.t)ie 5IDilben, bie if)ren �örl)er bemalen, bemalen if)n am fiebften mit 
rotf)er ß'arbe. '.t)ie früf)eften @ötterbifber aul'.! .S)of3 unb '.tf)on toaren rotf) angemalt. 
.S)aben tDir aff o nid)t in bem natürfid)en l>tei3 ber rotf)en ß'arbe ben einfad)en @runb bei'.! 
5IDol)fgefaUena an ber rotf)en mange? mber, frage id,l toieber, toarum gefä((t uni'.! bann 
ein gfeid) frif d)el:l l>totf) an 9?afe unb .S)anb nid)t ebenf o gut toie an ber mange? �ß. 

miufäHt uni'.! tlie{mef)r. '.ver toof)fgefäffige �inbrucr bei:! l>totf) muu aff o bei ber Wafe unb 
�anb burcf? ein miufäaigel:l �lement überboten toerben. 5IDorin fonn baß liegen? �13 ift 
nid)t fcf)toer 3u finben. '.t)ie rotl)e mange bebeutet uni'.! @efuubf)eit, ß'reube, bfüf)enbeß 
\leben; bie rotf)e Wafe erinnert an '.trunt unb �ui,ferfra11f11eit, bie rotf)e .S)anb an 5IDaf d)en, 
ed)eueru, ill?anjcfJeu; baß finb '.tlinge, bie toir nid,lt f)aben, nod) treiben möd,lten. mfr 
möct,ten aud) nict,t baran erinnert fein. 

5IDäre umgefef)\t tlon jef)er bie rotf)e Wafe unb blaffe mange a(ß ,8eid)en ber @efunb• 
f)eit unb ill?äfiigteit, bie ofaffe Wafe unb rotf)e mange a(ß ,8eid,len bei'.! @egentf)eifß 
erfcf)iene11, fo toürbe aud) bie l>tid,ltung unfml'.! @efaUenl'.! baran fid,l umfef)ren. '.t)ie Worb• 
umerifonerinnen unb �oli11nen 3ief)en toirf(id) eine bfoff e 5IDange einer rotf)en tlor, unb 
f ud,len fid) nötf)igenfaUI'.! bie bfoff e f ogar uuf $roften if)rer @efunbf)eit burd,l �ffigtrinfen 
ober unbere Witte( 311 IJerfd)affen. Weint man 11un toof)(, toeif if)nen mläfje an fidJ beffer 
gefäflt alß l>tötf)e? @eroiß nid)t, f onbern toei( fie fid,l getoöf)nt f)aben, in ber bfoifen 5IDange 
baß ,8eid,len einer feinen sronftitution, f)öf)ern mifbung unb fübem'!fteUung, in ber rotf)en 
baß einer bloß bäuertid)en @ef unbf/eit 311 f ef)en, unb erftereß fetterem 1Jor3ief)en. muß 
g(eidJem @runbe erf d;einen ben �f)inefeu IJerfrül)l)ette ß'üfie an if)ren '.t)amen toof)fgefäUig, 
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bie fcf>önften natürlicf>en bäuerfid} l)(umi,, unb geben fie if)ren @ö�en bicfe .18äud}e, ltlei( fie 
geltlo{)nt finb, bie bornef)mften 51.Bürbenträger if)reß lReid}eß mit bieten .18äud)en 3u feqen, 
unb bie morfteUung einer geltliff en füqabenqeit über irbifd)e Wotq unb fübeit, ltle(d)e eß 
freilicf} 3u bieten .!Bäud)en nid)t fommen lä§t, baran fnüpfen. 

3d) qörte einma( eine '.Dame fagen, man fiinne bie ®d)önf)eit eineß menfd)fid)en 
ß'u[ieß · bod) eigentHd) nur red)t beurtqeifen, ltlenn er bef d)uqt f ei. @eljörte nid)t 3u ben 
�ugenben . biefer '.Dame eine bef onbere mufrid)tigteit, ltlürbe fie fid) ltlaqrfd)ein(id) gefd)eut 
{Jahn, biefen mueft,rud) 3u tljuu, f o curioß mag er ben ffiMften fd)einen. '.Don, l)at er 
etltlaß f ef)r Wal)reß. Wir lernen bie .!Bebeutung beß menfdJ(id)en iju§eß faft nur fennen, 
ltläl)renb il)n ber ®d)uq berbirgt; unb finb nur über bie .!Bebeutung bel'.l bef d)uqten iju§eß 
red)t orientirt. Wactt fel)en ltlir ja faft nur ben eigenen iju§, ber nid)t immer ber fd)önfte 
ift, unb ben iju§ bon @:itatuen, nad) bem ltlir bei einer @:itatue am (e�ten 3u fef)en i,flegen; 
a{fo finb unß bie .!Be3iel)ungen bea iju§el'.l, bie unfer @efaUen baran mitbeftimmen, beim 
nactten iju§e nid)t ebenf o gefäufig ltlie beim bef d)uljten; unb, ltläf)renb 3ur .!Beurtl)eilung 
ber @:id)önl)eit bea erftern eine ge111iff e Stunfterfaf)rung gel)ört, bebarf el'.l 3ur .lBeurt{)ei(ung 
ber (fügan3 unb ßier(id)feit bel'.l (e§tern nur ber geltlöljn(id)en gefellf cf)aftlid)en �rfaf)rung. 

9cid)t minber a(l'.l burd) bal'.l @ebiet bel'.l @:iid)tbaren greift bal'.l �rincii, burd) alle 
übrigen @:iinneßgebiete burd). 

@ine .IBHnhe, ltle(d,)e fid) ber ijormen nur burd) ben �aftfinn bemäd)tigen fonnte, 
ltlurbe gefragt, ltle§l)a(b iqr ber füm einer ge\lliffen ll3erf on f o \llol)( gefiefe. Wan ratl)et 
et\lla: fie antltlortete, \lleif fie ben f anften ßug, bie f d,Jiine ijü((e, bie efoftif d)e @:id)ltleUung 
ber ijormen bel'.l mrmel'.l füf)(e. \)cid)tl'.l bon affebem; f onbern ltleif fie füf)(e, ba§ ber mrm 
gefunb, rege unb (eid)t f ei. '.tlaß fo1111te fie aber nid)t unmittelbar fülj(en, f onbern nur 
an baß @efüf)Ue aff ociiren. Wun glaube id) nid)t, bati ber birefte @inbruet, in bem man 
ben aUeinigen @runb i{)reß WolJ!gefaUenl'.l f ud)en mod,)te, 111irfüd) ol)ne mntl)eif baran ltlar; 
aber man fiel)t bocf?, ba§ ber affociatibe @inbruet i{)r nod) (ebenbiger 3um .IBett>ufHfein 
fom. .IBei unl'.l @:ieqenben ift eß umgefel)rt. Wir meinen, einem fd)önen mrme feine gan3e 
@:id)önf)eit g(eicf?f am ab3uf el)en, oqne 3u al)nen, ba§ 111ir baß Weifte babon l)in3uf el)en. 

@ine ijrau, bie il)ren Wann fel)r Hebte, fagte 0u if)m: 1oie freue id} mid}, bati bu 
einen f o l)übfd)en \)(amen l)aft. '.tler \)came tt>ar nicf)t fef)r l)übfcf), aber fie liebte ben 
Wann, barum gefiel il)r ber l)?ame. 3d) f e(bft erinnere mid), bafi mir a(ß Slinb ber 
Wame srunigunbe f el)r tDof)(gefie(, biß id) ein Wäbd)en bon fatalem mußf eqen unb �qaraf, 
ter mit bief em \)(amen fennen (ernte, a(l'.lba(b lllarb mir ber Wame fatd(; unb ba mir feit, 
bem feine bef onberß Hebenßltlürbige �unigunbe begegnet ift, f o ift ber @inbruet geblieben. 

Defonomen i,flegen ben @erucf? beß '.Düngerl'.l ltlegen ber @rinnerung an bie ijrucfJt, 
barfeit, bie er bringt, 3u lieben. 

Unb lllal'.l fiefie ficf? nid)t nocf) mUeß in btefer lRicJ;>tung anfüf)ren. 
mber, fo qöre icf? mir bon Dben qerab 3urufen: t1103u biefer gan3e �ufmanb bon 

$8eifi,ie(en? \llaß ift llamit für bie Weftqetif gewonnen, unb überljaui,t 3u gewinnen? bie 
Dt<lnge, bie 51.Bange, bie Wafe, bie .s)anb, ber iju§ u. f. ltl. finb unfelbftänbige �{]eile ber 
\nQtur unb bel'.l Wenf d)enföri,erl:l ; eine �eftf)etif aber, bie fid,> nid,>t niebrig f)aften n,tn, geljt 
bor fü{em auf baß @an,;e, unb ,;ie�t bie �qeife bfol'.l a{ß f c(d}e in metr<ld}t. 

51.Boql, f o f<lffen ltlir bie .!Bebeutung bel'.l ll3rincil)eß IDeiter�in aud,> für bie ®d,>ön�eit 
einer gan3en �<lnbfcf)aft, ber g<ln3en Wenfcf?engefta(t, einel'.l gan,;en Slunftltledel'.l in b�l'.l 
ijuge, unb ltlir tperben fie nid,>t geringer a(ß für bie �{)eile, f onbe rn in bemfe(ben mer, 
f)iiltniff e ertDeitert unb gefteigert \llieberfinben, a(\'l baß @an,;e bie �f)eHe überjteigt. �ß 
liiät fiel} nur baß ll3rincii, am einfad}ften an ben einfad,>ften .IBeifi,ie(en er(iiutern, unb mir

25 •
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filnnen auf unfmm 5ffiege l)on Unten nid)t in ber Wid)tung gel)en, bie fiir ben 5ffieg l)on 
Dben a{l'.l ber affein milglicf)e erfct,,eint. morbel)a{t(icf) a{f o, fiinftig l)ill)er auf;ufteigen, 
faff en 1Dir erft auf @runb ber biel)erigen meifpie{e bie Sjauptgefid)tapunfte bel'.l l13rincipl'.l 
1Die fo{gt 3uf ammen. 

Sebef'.! '.Ding, mit bem mir umgel)en, ift für uni'.! geiftig d)arafterifh:t burd) eine 
Wef µHunte l)on @rinnerungen an füiee, IDal'.l �ir je be3üg!id) biefee '.Dingel'.l unb f e!bjt l)er• 
111anbter '.Dinge äufierlid) unb inner!id) erfaf)ren, gef)ilrt, ge!efen, gebad)t, ge{ernt f)aben. 
'.tliefe Wefu!tante 1)011 @rinnerungen fnüpft fiel) ebenf o unmittelbar an ben · mnbfüf bei'.! 
'.tlingee, IDie bie morfteffung beff e!ben an bal'.l 5ffiort, IDomit el'.l be3eid)net IDirb. Sa ß'orm 
unb ß'arbe bei'.! '.Dingel'.l finb fo 3u fagen nid)tl'.l a{l'.l fid}toare 5ffiorte, 111e{d,)e unl'.l bie gan3e 
mebeutung bel'.l '.Dingel'.l unlDiUfiirHd,) l)ergegenlDärtigen; IDir müff en fremd) bief e fid)tbare 
®prad}e ebenfo gut erft ge{ernt f)aben, um fie 3u l)erftef)en, IDie bie ®prnd)e ber 5ffiorte. 
5ffiir f ef)en einen �ifd), im @runbe nur einen l)imcfigen ß'{ed'; aber in bem l)iered'igen 
ß'{ed'e mrtel'.l, 1Do3u ein '.lif cf,, gebrnud}t ltlirb; bal'.l macf)t ben l)iered'igen ß'(ed' erft 3u einem 
�if cf,,e. 5ffiir f ef)en ein Sjaue, aber in bem Sjauf e aUel'.l mit, 11103u ein Sjauß bient, IDaß 
in einem Sjauf e l)orgef)t; bal'.l mad)t erft ben ß'{ed' 3u einem .\)aufe. 5ffiir f ef)en eß nid)t 
mit bem finnlicf)en, aber mit einem geiftigen muge. 5ffiir erinnern unß babei nid)t aUeß 
beff en ein3e!n, maß 3u bem �inbrud'e beiträgt; IDie llläre baß milglicf,,, 111enn �Hieß 3ug{eid) 
filnfprud) macf)t, in'ß me1Dufitfein 3u treten. mietmef)r, inbem eß baß 111Hr, l)erfcf)mi{3t eß 
3u bem einf)eit!icf)en gefüf){ßmäfiigen @nbrud'e, ben lllir bie geiftige ß'arbe nannten, ein 
mußbrucr, ber in mel)r a{ß einer Sjinficf)t f e'f)r be3eicf)nenb ift. ffi'lif cf)en 111ir nocf,, fo l)ie{ 
i,erfcf)iebenartige ijarben 3ufammen 1 unb baß @emifd) macf)t ·bocf) immer wieber nur ben 
einigen @inbrucr e in e r  ß'arbe, bie ficf,, aber nacf,, ben ß'arbebeftanbt'f)eHen änbert, unt-, 
auf einen tompaften ß'arbengrunb fofirenb aufgetragen, aberma{ß mit i'f)m einen einigen 
@inbrucr gieot, ber fid) nad) ber ,8ufammenfe�ung Mn beiben ricf)tet. ®o refu{tirt aue 
affen l)erfd)iebenartigen @rinnerungen, bie fid) an ben mnb!id' eineß '.Dingeß fnüpfen, bocf) 
immer nur ein einiger (fötbrud', ber aber nad) ber ßuf ammenf e�ung auß i,erf d)iebenen 
@rinnerungß, Sngrebien3ien l)erf cf,,ieben außfäfft unb mit bem bireften @inbrud' beß · mnbHcrß 
aucf) 111ieber 3u einem einigen @inbrud'e l)erfcf)mif3t. \.nun fonn f e!bft bei faft g{eid)em 
finn!id,)en @inbrud'e bocf) ein gan3 l)erf d)iebener �ota{einbrud' burd) bie mußmahtng mit 
l)erf d)iebener geiftiger ß'arbe entftef)en, lllobei ein ffeiner finnUd)er Unterfcf)ieb nur niltf)ig 
ift, bie l)erfd)iebene mnfnüpfung 3u l)ermitte{n. @ine Drange, ge!be Sjo{3fuge!, illceffing• 
fuge{, @o{bfuge{, ber illconb, ai!eß für ben ®inn nur runbe, gelbe, nid)t f ef)r l)erf d)ieben 
aw3fef)enbe ß'{ed'e, unb bod) 111ie l)erfd)ieben ber @inbrud', ben fie mad)en ! mor ber @o{b0 

fuge{ ftef)en lllir mit einer filrt falifornif djer Sjod)ad)tung, gan3e \.l3afäfte, �utfcf)' unb 
l13ferbe, mebiente in 2il)ree, fcf)ilne Weifen fd)einen fid) barauß 3u ent111ide{n; bie �)0{3fuge{ 
f cf)eint nur 3um �oUern ba; unb 111e{cf)' f)of)e Sbealität ftedt in bem illconbe ! \.nur baburcf) 
aud) geminnt aqeß �!ed)te, ber. äd)tc '.Diamant, baß äcf]te @o{b, bie ädjten ®pi�en, ber 
äd)te \.nacf,,tigaUengefang, ben unge{)euren mort{)eH beß �inbrud'eß l)or allem nocf] f o 
täuf d)enb \.nad)gemad)ten. 

\.nad} illcafigabe nun, a{ß unß baß gefällt ober mififäUt, 111oran ltlir unß bei einer 
®ad)e erinnern, trägt auct, bie (fonnernng ein illcoment bel3 @efaUenl3 ober ill1ififalfenl3 
3um äft{)etif d}en @inbrude ber ®ad)e bei, lllaß mit anberen illcementen ber @rinnerung unb 
bem bireften @inbrucre ber ®ad)e in @inftimmung obet· �onflift treten fann. '.tlarauß 
ge{)en bie mannigfad)ften äftf)etifcf)en merf)artniffe {)eri,or, bie eß intereffant IDäre, in mei, 
fpie{en 3u l)erfo{gen; aber el'.l 111ürbe für je�t 3u 111eit füf)ren. '.Die ftärfften unb f)äufigften 
�inn,irfungen, bie 1tlir 1)011 einer ®ad)e, in merbinbung mit einer ®ad)e unb l)erg{eicfJl'.l• 
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roeife mit einer ®ad)e erfa'f)ren, 'f)interfoff en natür1id) aud) �rinnerungen, bie am fräftig• · 
ften beftimmenb in ben aff ociirten fünbrucr eingreifen. 

�rinnerungen finb ein3efn genommen freHid) immer ber'f)äftnifimäfiig fd)ttHlcr) gegen 
bal'.l, an tDal'.l fie erinnern; aber inbem bie(e �rinnerungen mit e inem bireften fönbrucre 
3ufammentreffen, fonn i'f)re berfd)mof3ene Wirfung bie beö biretten �inbrucree um f o (eid)ter 
überbieten, je inf)afüeid)er fie 3ug(eid) finb. 

�n tDal'.l �Uee erinnert nid)t bie Drange unb roie intmff ant ift bal'.l, tDoran fie er• 
innert, gegen if)re bfofie t5orm unb t5arbe ! 

Wie tDeit bal'.l UebergelDid)t einee aul'.l bergangenen �rfa'f)rungen refufürenben, im 
@eifte gefammeUen fönbrucree iiber ben gegenroärtigen, ben bireften �inbrucr ge'f)en fonn, 
babon l.'ermag nne· ein afitäglid)ee .Q3eifpief 3u be(e'f)ren. S)äft man einen mnger in bop, 
pefte �ntfernung bot bie �ugen, fo meint man, i'f)n nod) genau ebenfo grofi 3u fe'f)en; 
unb bod) ift fein �i(b in ben �ugen nur f)a(b f o grofi, unb fonn er einem frifd) operirten 
�Huben nur 'f)alb f o grofi erf d)einen. '.tlal'.l aul'.l unf mr gan3en 2ebeneerfa'f)rung ffiefienbe 
Wiffen, bafi er in jeber �ntfernung gfeid) grofi bfeibt, übertäubt bie finnfid)e �rfd}einung 
feiner Ungfeicf/'f)eit fo gan3, bafi tDir if)n fef6ft mit ben �ugen in jeber �ntfernung gfeid) 3u 
fef)en glauben. Sft bann 3u bertt,unbern, tDenn tDir aud) bie aue früf)ern (frfa'f)rungen 
ref u(tirenbe Wo'f)(gefäffigfeit bie(er '.tlinge für ®ad)e i'f)rer finnfid)en �rf d)einung 'f)a(ten, 
bie i,iefme'f)r ®ad)e unf em geiftigen ,8utf)at ift? 

S)abe id) bie'f)er @ettJid)t barauf gefegt, bafi im äft'f)etifd)en stota(einbrncre fid) beff en 
1,erfd)iebene (fümente nid)t fd'ieiben, f o mufi bod) bie �efif)etif, um ffore lned)enfd)aft bon 
feinem ßuftanbefommen 3u geben, f o(d)e fd)eiben, mufi fragen: tt,ae ift ®adJe bel'.l bireften 
�inbrucree, ttJae 'f)ängt an ben mff ociationen, unb tDal'.l tragen biefe ober jene ba311 bei. 
�rfd)öpfenb 3ttJar fonn eine f o(d)e mna(�f e niemafl'.l fein, tDeif im �rngemeinen un3ä'f)fige 
�rinnerungen 3u jebem afiociirten �inbrucre beitragen, ja ftreng genommen 3u jebem ber 
gefammte �rinnerungenad)Hang u·nf m� fübene, nur mit einem anbeten @eroid)te feiner 
berfd)iebenen imomente. ®d)fogen ltlir einen l,J3unft einee gefpa-nnten @ett,ebee irgenbtt,o 
an, - unfer gefammter morfteffunge3ufammen'f)ang aber ift einem f o(d)en @ett,ebe ber, 
g(eid)bar - f o 3ittert ba{l gan3e @ett,ebe, nur bie I_J3unfte am ftärfften, bie bem ange, 
f d)fogenen I_J3uttfte 3unäd)ft fügen unb burd} bie ftärfften t5äben bamit 3ufammen'f)ängen. 
Jebe �nfd}auung aber f d)fägt f ogar me'f)r a(e einen I_J3unft unf eree geiftigen @e1t1ebee 3u, 
g(e!cf/ an. '.tlod) fann man fiel>, unter �nerfennung biefee ßufammenttJideni'.l unf eree gan3en 
geiftigen �efi�t'f)umi'.l 3u jebem �inbrucr, bie �ufgabe fteUen, bie S)auptmomente 3u fin�en, 
bie boru,iegenb ben �inbrucr beftimmen. Sn unfmr f)eutigen meftqetif freilid) finbet man 
bief e �ufgabe nid)t erfüUt, roeif nid>t einma( ben @efid)ti'.lpunft berf e(ben gefteUt. 

Um f o meC,r aber C,at bie meftf)etif mnfofi, auf bie �ompofition bee stotafeinbrucree 
aue feinen �(erneuten ein311gef)en, afe ein'f)eitfid)e �inbrücre fiel,> über'f)aupt nid)t befd>reiben, 
aber bod; nad) iqrer ßufammenf e�ung auö berf d}iebenen �omponenten d,,arafterifiren !aff en, 
lllo3u fid> ber �nfofi oft genug bietet. Wer u,iU ben �inbrucr, ben eine Drange, eine 
@o(bfuge(, eine S)of3fuge( mad>t, befd)reiben? '.nagegen (äfit fidJ berfe(be ltloC,I burd) bie 
morftef!ungen, bie fid> ba3u berf d>mo(3en C,aben, d)arafterifiren. 

mid,)t bfoi'.l aber burd) bie, bie fid) barin berfd)mof3en f)aben, fonbern aud) burd) bie, 
bie tDi.eber baraue 'f)erbortreten fönnen, tDae einen neuen, UJid,>tigen @efid>tl'.lpunft bar bietet. 
Sn ber �f)at fönnen alle morfteUungen, bie 3um geiftigen �inbrucre beigetragen f)aben, aud) 
unter Umftänben lllieber baraue 'f)erbortreten; ee bebarf nur bef onbmr äufimr ober innerer
�nläffe ba3u. '.nae begrünbet bie imöglicf)feit, ficf) nad) geu,onnenem stotafeinbrucr ein•
gef)enb nacf) berfcf)iebenen, bod) unter fid) 3ufammen'f)ängenben 9'tid)tungen mit bem @egen,
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ftanbe 3u lief d,>äftigen, toa{l einen 3nieiten .\)auµttf)eif 'oer äjtf)etif cf)en ®itfung 'oet @egen, 
ftän'oe &if'oet, 'oie ja nid,>t lifoa in if)rem einf)eitlid)en �ota{ein'oructe ruf)t. 'Uief er ift f o 
3u fagen nur 'oaa ®aamenforn, aua 'oem eine äf)nfüf)e l,J3ffan3e ficf) 3u entfaften betmag, a{a 
bie, au!'.! 'oet eß entftan'o. ,8ug{eid,> ift jene Wef ultante bon @rinnerungen 'oet DueU, au!'.! 
'oem 'oie l,ßf)antafie fd,>iiµft; un'o ba neuer'oinga f o f)äufig bie gan3e ®d)iinf)eit 'ourd,> .lSe, 
311gnaf)me auf bie l,ßf)antafie erffärt ttiir'o„ fo f olite f)ierin eine �ufforberung Hegen, biefen 
DueU genamr 3u unterfud,>en, a(a id) fin'oe, bafj eß f eitf)er gef cf)ef)en ift. 

3nbeffen, f o bie( auf 'oie geiftige ß'atbe 'oer 'tlinge ;u geben, fo ift 'ood) nid)t 3u bie( 
barauf 3u geben, 11>03u man (eid)t berfüf)rt fein fiinnte, nad)bem man einmal if)re ®icf)tig• 
feit edannt 'f)at. 'tlenfen toir uni'.! an ber Drange ftatt bet f l1)iinen golbgellien eine graue 
unfcf)einbllte ß'arbe, ftatt bet reinen Wunbung eine fcf)iefe früµµefid)e ß'orm, fo 11>erben aUe 
angefnüµften @rinnerungen fie nid,>t f d,>ön, nid)t 11>of)(gefäUig erf d)einen laffen. @ine manif{e. 
fcl)ote fonn äf)nlid)e @rinnerungen 11>ecten 1 

11>ie 'oie Drange, uttb nier möcf)te fie fcf)ön aus"' 
fef)en'o fin'oen ! �liet 'oeaf)a(b batf man aud) ttiie'oet nicf)t 3u 11.lenig auf 'oen aff ociirtett 
fönbruct gelien. �et .\Uetg(eid,> bet Drange mit ber .\)0(3fuge( berttief)rt eß. ®eber bet 
'oitefte nocl) 'oet aff ociirte @inbrud (eiften bie( für fid), aber fie (eiften bie( im ,8ufammen• 
f)ange, geben 3uf ammen ein f)öf)erea a!a ofos ab'oitioneUeß l_ßrobuft bei'.! ®of)(gefaUen\3 . 
.\)ier tritt ttiieber ein fef)r aUgemeine!'.! unb lt)eitgreifenbea äftf)etif d,>eß l,ßrinciµ, id) nenne ea 
l:-a{l ber äftf)etifd)en '�teigerung, in �raft, 11>obott man ht ber f)eutigen �eftf)etif bott Dben 
nicf>t{l erfiif)rt. ®o ttiid,>tig ea aber für bie .lSeurtf)eHung ber ®eife ift, luie ber birette unb 
aff ociirte @inbruct im �ota(einbrll(fe 3ufammenttiirfen, ift e!'.! bod) für je�t nid)t miigfü), 
in'_{! ®eitere 'oarillier ein3ugef)en. 

:tlie{l bie aUgemeinften, fd)on an ben einfad)ften .lSeift,ie{en erläuterliaren @efid,>rn, 
µunfte 'oe{l l_ßrinciµel'.!, 'oie nid,>t minber gilUig bleilien, 11.lenn toit una nun 3u .lSeifµie(en 
b.on qöf)erer ®tufe erf)elien. 

merf ud,,en toir un{l Wecl)enf d}aft bon bem @inbructe 3u geben, ben ber .lSfict in eine 
2anbfcl)aft auf un{l mad)t ! @{l ift ettoaß Unf agliare{l 'Darin, etltla{l, ltla{l fiel) burd) feine 
.lSef d}refüung erfd,>öµfen fäfjt. ®ie toitb man fid) bie \Ratur un'o 'oie @rün'oe be{l C:rin, 
'Drudel'.! erffären fiinnen? Um ein .lSeifµie( ber 1.1erfd)ie'oenen ®eife 3u gelien, lllie 'oie 
21:eftf)etif bon Dben unr- bie &eftl)etif 1.10n ltuten iiberf)<iuµt in if)ren (frffiirungen borge9en1 

fteUe id] eine @rffärung 'oabon naa, beiben einanber gegenüber, bie eine, im erften ®ege, 
g efcf>öi,ft au{! einem bet gef d)ä�teften neueren 2ef)r6iicf)er 'oet 2l:eftf)etit, bem bon (forriere, bie 
an�ere f o, wie fie fid) im 3roeiten ®ege auf @run'o unf erea l_ßriuciµe!'.! ergie6t. S'ene{l bie 
fernftfiegenbe, an . 'oie l)öcf)ften i'oea(ften @efia,taµunfte anfnüi,fen'oe C:rrffärung, bief e{l bie 
näcf)ftfügenbe, an bie unterften @efi�tet,unfte anfnüµfenbe @rffiirung. 

"'.Daß ®efen ber \Ratur - f agt (forriere (I. 243) - entfµrid)t an fid) ber ®cl)i\n, 
9eit; beun fie ift @rf lf>einung für ben @eift, me(cl)em fie in finnfäfügen IJormen ibea(en 
@eqa{t barfte((t un'o geiftige @efe�e beranfcf)aufid,>t, un'o gerabe baß erfreut une fo innig, 
11.lenn in bem · 21:eufierfid,>en unb IDcaterieUen ein betltlanbtel'.! ®ee(enbofleß 'oem @emütf) ent; 
gegenfommt. 'tlodl ift überall 3unäd,,ft ba{l eigene 2elien be{l 2elien{l ,8niecr, iebeß ®ef en 
ift um feiner fe(lift ttiiUen ba unb nid,>t be{lltlegen gefcl)affen, bafi feine @eft<i(t uno ergöte; 
e{l ift eine @unft 'oe!'.! ®d)ictf af{l, menn in ber �otafüät be{l Uniberfum{l ba{l ®ed)fe(bet0 

f)ältnifi ber 'tlinge, bie �rt unb ®eife, ttiie fie für einanbet fiub, un{l für unferen ®tanb• 

l)unft gerabe fo fid) barfteUt, bafi t11it auf ber fiel> uni'.! 6ietenben Dlierfläcl)e bod) baß 
innere lillef en waf)rnef)men unb erfennen, wie 'oie ß'ormen ber :tlinge nicf>t lifoe ben ßltlecren 
be{l �Uß entfµred,>en, fon'oern aud) ben .lSe'oingungen unb ?Jorberungen unferer �erfönficl), 
feit gemäfi finb. Sa mit mögen gan3 &ef onbera bie @üte unb .\)mfidjfeit 'oea Urgruubel 
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ber 5ffie(t barin t,reifen, ll)enn @>toffe, bie für baß 2eben beß Drganißmutl, namentricf> ber 
I_J3f(an3en, gfeicf>gültig erfcf>einen ober 'Oon if/IU außgefd,,ieben ll)erben, afß ätf)erifcf>e Dele 
ober I_J3igmente b11rd,, 5illof)fgerul'il ober 3'arbengfan3 unl'.l erqui<fen II u. f. to. 

Unb um a11d,, 311 3eigen, ll)ie bie 5Betrad,,tung beß �in3elnen in bief e allgemeine me, 
tracf>tung f)ineintritt, f o ll)irb (@5. 258) 'Oon ber I_J3f(an3e afß (füment ber 2anbfd)aft 
gefagt: 

„ :nie I_J3oten3en ber unorganif d,,en \natur finben in ber I_J3f(an3e einen 9Jlitte(punft beß 
,8ufammentreffenl'.l, inbem f)ier eine inbi'OibueUe 3bee afß (ei6gefta(tenbe 2ebenßfraft auf• 
tritt unb in ber fteH! erneuten mifb11ng eineß Drganißmuß fid,, betf)ätigt, ber bunf) bie 
5illur3efn. mit ber �rbe 3uf ammenf)ängt, aber in 2uft unb füd,,t emt,orftrebt unb mit ,81Dei, 
gen unb mrattern nad,, ber @5eite fid,> aul'.lbreitet. :nie ll3flan3e 'Oeranf d,>auHd,,t ben megriff 
beß .organifd,>en @eftaftenß, ll)e(d,,en toir früljer für bie <?5cf>önf)eit forberten, bie Wlannig• 
faftigfeit ber mratter unb ,81l)eige gef)t auß ber fönf)eit f)er'Oor unb 1nirb ficfJt6ar 'Oon iljr 
getragen, unb bie 5illed,,fe(toirtung ber ein3efnen @eftaften fdJfiefit fidJ 311 einem f)armo• 
nif d,>en @an3en 3uf ammen. 11 

@egen biefen @Sd}toung ber metracfJtung f)at nun freilid,, unf ere >Betracf>tung bon 
Unten nicf>tß Q:ntft,recfJenbeß ein3ufe�en. \nef)men ll)ir bie fofgenbe f o fimt,e1, IDie fie 
fid) giebt. 

:nem muge beß mfinbgeborenen, ber nad,, gfücffidJer Dt,eration baß erfte Wlaf in'ß 
3'reie fief)t, erf cf>eint bie gan3e \natur nur erft a(ß ein marmorirteß mratt, benn er ber• 
mag nod,> nid,>t, in bem @efeljenen beffen mebeutung mit 3u feljen. Q:r fief)t ljinein in'ß 
5illeite: ba finb 5illief en, \jefber, 5illäiber, merge, @Seen; er fieljt nid,)tß bon 5illief en, \jef, 
bern, 5ffiäibern, mergen, @5een; er fief)t 1111r grüne, gelbe, ljeUe, buntfe \j(ecfe. \nur baß 
@efiiljf beß toeittragenben mficfeß, ber finnlid,>e ober itlenig über ben finnlid)en ljinauß, 
fteigenbe 1Rei3 beß S)ellen unb '.Duntfen, beß \jarbenfontrafteß, ber Wlannigfaftigfeit, beß 
5illed)f efß beftimmen ben Q:inbrucr, ben er bon ber 2anbfd)aft ljat. moer ift baß auc(> 
mUeß, ll)aß to i r bon ber 2anbf d,,aft f)aben ? 5IBir f)aben baß mUeß aud), eß trägt bei 3u 
bem Q:inbrucfe, ben bie 2anbfcf,)(lft auf unß mad)t, ber @5timmung, bie fie unß erll),ecft, fo, 
gar nid)t ll)enig ba3u bei; aber toir fef)en 3ugfeid,> im fernen 5illafbe, ber für baß uner, 
faljrene muge nur ein grüner 3'{ecf ift, ettoaß, toaß febenbig in fid,> treibt unb ll)äd)ft, toaß 
@5d)atten, �üljfung giebt, ll)orin ber S)afe, bal'.l IRelj foufen, ber Säger gef)t, bie 5Böge( 
fingen, mand)' illcärd)en f))uft, aud) IDenn toir nid)tß ll)irtfidJ babon fef)en unb f)ören. 3m 
®ee, ll)orin 3ener nur einen bfanfen ober bfauen \jfecf edennt, toiffen IDir, geljen bie 
5IBeUen, fj)iege(t fidJ ber S)immel, f))ielen bie \jifd,,e, faljren bie @5d)iffe u. f. 11). 5ßw 
fteUungen bon �:CUem, ll)aß f onft treibt unb toäcfJft unb \1.1ogt, füngen mit babei an. 3m 
@runbe f ef)en aucfJ ll)ir mit leibfid)em muge bon 5illafb unb �ee nid,>t mef)r all'l ber frif d) 
ot,erirte mHnbe 11nb baß neugeborene �inb, baß ift grüne unb bfonfe ober bfaue \j(ecfe; 
�ffel'l aber, ll)al'l ll)ir je bon 5illa1b unb @5ee gefeqen, geqört, getefen, erfaljren, gebad,,t 
ljaben, ll)ie �(Ueß, ll)omit fie einen 5ßerg1eicfJl'lt,unft bieten, trägt 311 bem �inbrucfe bei, ben 
biefe @egenftänbe auf unß mad]en, unb mad)t if)ren mnblicf baburd) 3u etttiaß unfäg(idJ 
.$Sebentenberem, Weid)erem, 2ebenbigerem, fiir bal'l @efül)f 5nertiefterem, für bie l,J31)antafie 
l'robuftiberem, alß für ben, ber nid)tß babon gefeqen, geljört, gebad)t l}at. Unb ll)ie e(! 
mit 5illa1b unb @See ift, ift el'l mit allen �fementen ber 2anbfcf>aft, 5illiefe, 3'e(b, merg, 
tauß. mn mUel'l fnüpfen fid) Q:rinnerungen, 5nergfeid)ß,5norfteUungen, ll)oburdJ biefe @e, 
genftänbe eine ge1niffe mebeutung für unl'.l erlangen, unb aud) if)re ,8uf ammenfteU11ng ge,
ll>innt für unß eine f ofd)e auf bemfelven 5!Bege. :nie @efammt�eit biefer füinnerungen unb
58orfteUungen nun mad]t fid] in 5ßerf d]mef3ung mit 'oer finnlicfJen Unterfoge unb cen iqr
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immanenten 5Berf)äUniifen a(i3 @ef ammteinbrud ber �anbf cf)aft geUenb; jebe �in3e(nbeit ber 
S3anbf cf)aft fpieU oon einer anberen ®eite mit einem anbeten Srreif e bon �rinnerungen 
unb 5Borftellungen f)inein, unb ttiai3 f o · f)ineinfpieft, fonn audJ ttiieber f)eraui3fpielen. 

S)iernadl oerftef)t fidJ leidJt, ttiorin bai3 Unfagoare, UnerfdJöpf1idJe, Unträr&are Hegt, 
ttiai3 bem fanbf dJaft1idJen �inbructe 3ufommt. ®er ltliU alle 5Borfteffungen betfo(gen, er• 
fcf)öpfen, Hären, bie ba3u Beigetragen 9aoen? ®dJon bem ein3elnen @egenftanbe fommt 
eine gettiiff e UnerfdJöpffidJfeit in biefer S)infid)t 3u; bie S3anbf dJaft Bietet uni3 f o 3u f agen 
eine UnerfdJöpfficf)feit f oldjer unerfd)öpfficf)er @egenftänbe bar, bie mit if)ren 2lff ociationi3, 
freif en fiel) ineinanber un&eftimmt oeqttieigen. '.tiodJ fönnen ttiir aucf) f)ier S)auptefemente 
in �etradJt 3ief)en unb ben �inbrud baburcf) tt1enigfteni3 oii3 3u gell)iff en @ren3en dJaraf• 
terifiren, Hären unb ertlären. ,8um .IBeifpie(: 

�13 ttiirb ttiof)l 3ebem aufgefallen fein, ttieldjen 1Rei3, ttiefdje .IBebeutung eine fonft 
un&ebeutenbe @egenb oft burd) ein am redJten ß'{ede ftef)enbei3 S)aui3, ein ®dJfofi, ein 
'.tiörfd)en erf)aUen fonn; man benfe 3 . .113. an bai3 ®dJfo§ in 5IBernigerobe, bai3 '.tiorf 
@ernrobe am ß'u§e bei3 ®tuoen&ergei3, bie S)äufer unten in 5IBHf)elmi3tf)af. '.t>ai3 illcenfd)en• 
ttierl aui3 ben �anbfd)aften biefer DerHicf)teiten ltlegbenfen, f)ei§t if)nen bie Sl3ointe nef)men. 
\Run fonn man ttiof)l etttiai3 tlon bem 1Rei3e bief er Srompofition aui3 WrdJiteftur unb %Hur 
in ber 5Ber&inbung, bem 5IBedJf ef unb ®egenf a� if)rer berf cf)iebenartigen ß'ormen unb ß'ar&en 
finben ; aoer ltlie ttienig \1.lÜtbe bai3 of)ne IRüdfid)t auf bie angefnüpfte .IBebeutung bief er 
5Beroinbung, biefei3 5IBed)fefi3, biefei3 @egenfa�ei3 fagen! '.tiie S)auptfacf)e liegt barin, ba§ 
bie �rinnerung an bai3 9.Renfcf)HdJe, bie .1Be3ief)u11g bei3 illcenf d)en 3ur 9fatur, bie iidJ tf)eHi3 
a!i3 eine S)errf dJaft üoer bie ITTatur, tf)eifi3 a(i3 ein @egenf aJJ gegen bie ITTatur, tf)ei(i3 a(i3 
ein 5Bertef)r unb S3eoen mit unb in ber ITTatur geltenb madJt, &ereicf)ernb 3um bh:eften �in, 
brud f)in3utritt. 

\Run barf man nid)t f agen, o&ttiof)l man ei3 3u mir gef agt' f)at: alfei3 bai3 lie§e fid) 
aud) of)ne bie 2:Cnf d)auung bei3 �au11.1etfei3 in ber :lcatur burdJ &fo§e 5Borfüf)rung in ber 
5Borftellung f)a&en; bodJ \1.lÜtbe man bamit ben fanbf dJaftndJen �inbrud bei3 .1Baultlerfei3 
in ber ITTatur nidJt f)a&en; a{f o fonn er nidJt auf f oldJen 2lifociationen ruf)en. - 2:C&er, 
\1.lai3 man fid) ein3eln, nadJ einanber, unooffftänbig, mit ber illcüf)e ber Ue&er(egung, of)ne 
\1.lefentfid) tletfnüpfenbei3 .IBanb oorfüf)ren mödJte, ttiirb uni3 mit einem ®dJfage in einem 
®ef ammteinbrnde burct? bie 2:CnfdJauung bei3 l8au\1.lerfei3 in ber f

f

catur, all'.l ttiie ein .IBeftanb, 
tf)eil biefer 2:fnfdJauung fel&ft, gefdJenft. '.t>ai3 ift bodJ etltla'3 fef)r 2lnberei3, ali3 jene lßw 
füf)rung , unb baran fomt aud) ein f ef)r anberer �inbrnd f)ängen. 

SdJ ltliU f)ier3u einel'.l fleinen .1Beifpie(i3 eigener �rfaf)rung gebenfen, ttio mir bal'.l füfel'.l 
redJt feof)aft entgegentrat. 

3n ben. i,origen ß'erien oradJte idJ mit meiner ß'rau einige 5IBodJen in einem ß'öt'fter, 
f)auf e, eine 5Biertelftunbe oon 2auter&erg im S)ar3e, 3u. Unf erer 5IBof)nung gegenüber 1uar 
ein grüner 2:C&f)ang, ben 11.lit oft erftiegen, itnb i,011 11.10 1uir bie 2:Cul'.lficl)t ü&er eine tt1eite 
ttia(bige .IBergfanbfcf)aft 0011 ltlenig ent\1.licrelten ß'ormen f)atten. 2:Cu§er bem ß'örfterf)auf e 
im 5Borbergrunbe ltlaren nirgettbi3 menf dJlidJe 5IBof)nungen 311 fef)en; nur in ber ß'erne 
ragte aul'.l ber illconotonie bei3 an ben .IBergen lef)nanfteigenben grünen 5IBalbei3 ein ei113igel'.l 
rotf)el'.l '.t>ad) f)eri,or. '.t)ief el'.l aoer oraco,te einen gan3 eigenen 1Rei3 in bie f onft einf ad)en 
®timmungl'.li,erf)ä(tuiff e ber 2lui3ficf)t. �l'.l ltlar e&en bie s,i:3ointe bet gan3en S3aubf cf)aft. Unb 
icf) fagte mir: ttiie, ttienn man ein ga113 e&en f o(dJel'.l rotf)el'.l ß'{edcf)en auf eine grüne 5IBanb 
m.:icf)te, ttiürbe el'.l aucf) eoen fo ib�Uifch,, fentimental, romantifdJ, märdJenf)aft anl'.lfef)en, 1uie 
bai3 rotf)e '.t>acf> in ber 5IBa(b ,S3anbfcf)aft? @ettJi§ nicf)t. 2:C&er tönnte mir bal'.l rotf)e ß'lecf, 
cf?en auf ber grünen 5IB.:inb aucf> ttiof)( e&enf o bal'.l fü&en unb 5IBe&en bei3 illcenjcf>en mit 

•
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feinen \leiben unb ß'reuben in einer einfamen Wa(bnatui· auf einmal bergege111uärtigen, IDie 
bal:'l rotf)e '.tlad) im Wafbe? 

'.tlod) IDieber einel:'l �inlDurfel'.l f)a6e id) 3u gebenfen, ben mir Semanb bei @efegenf)eit 
bief el:'l )8eifpie(l:'l mad)te, Semanb, ber, in ber ie;d)nfe 't-er neueren Weftf)etif eqogen, bie 
�infüf)rung einer neuen @ottf)eit in fie, IDofür er bal:'l 2lff ociationl:'lprincip f)ieU, nid)t 
bu(ben ttioUte. 

mff' bal:'l, f agte er, IDal'.l bie �rinnerung 3um �inbrucfe bel'.l rotf)en '.tlad)el'.l unb grünen 
Wa(bel:'l f)in3u6rad)te 1 IDal:'l fid) bon ilce6enborftelfungen anfnüpfte, gef)ört gar nid)t 3um 
\ffiefen bel'.l äftf)etifcf]t>n, bel'.l ttiaf)rf)aft fanbf d)aftlicf)en �inbrucfel:'l unb 1Däre erft ab3uf on, 
bern, um if)n rein 3u f)a6en. '.tlenn ber reine fonbfcf)aftlicf)e �inbrucr, um beffen 5)erbw 
rufung el'.l inl:'l6efonbere bem Srünftler 3u tf)un ift, ruf)t bocf) nur in ben eigenen f o 3u fagen 
mufifolif d)ett 5ßerf)äftniff en ber ß'orm unb ijar6e, bie burd) bal:'l Wuge bireft in unl'.l ein, 
gef)·en, 1111b ttiomit ttlir bal:'l 11.lirflicf) ie;id)t6are, ttiie bal'.l '.tlad) 3um S)mtfe, bie grüne Wafb, 
f(äd)e 3um Wa(be in ber morfteffung ergän3en: �nur IDal'.l S)aul'.l unb Wafb nad) if)rem 
eigenen fid)t6aren Wef en finb unb 1uie fie bamit in bie übrigen 5ßerf)ä(tniif e ber ®id,it6ar, 
feit eingreifen, fommt für if)ren fonbfd)aftlid)en �inbrucr in metracf)t. 

W6er bief em �inlDurfe liegt bie �äufd)ung 311 @runbe, ba\3 5)aul:'l unb Wa(b if)rem gan3en 
eigenen ficf)t6aren Wefen nad) erf)ebfid,i mef)r a(l'.l 6ebeutungl'.llof e unb 6ebeutungl'.lfol:'l in bie 
merf)äUniffe ber ®id)t6arfeit eingreifenbe, mit ijar6en aul'.lgeffüite, füneamente finb. �rft 
bie mraud)6arfeit bel:'l S)aufel:'l .1um Wof)nen, erft bal'.l 5ßermögen bel'.l maumel:'l 3um \fr-acf)fen, 
unb ttlal:'l an 6eibem f)änßt, bringt Sn"f)a(t, fü6en, �iefe in t,eu �inbrucr beffett, \Dal'.l IDir 
babl1n fef)en; unb bal'.l b,1bon a6fonbern, ift fo gut, a(l:'l 06 man bom imenfd,ien bal'.l 
(e6enbige ß'{eifcf) abfonberte, um feine rnefentficf)e )8ebeutnng im 6fo§en ®Mett 311 fucf)en. 
Wie mag ber �inlDurf mit bem fonbf cf)aftfid)ett �inbrncr einer \Ruine 3ured,it fommen? 
(0offte bief er bie(mef)r bon bem @egenf a�e if)rer grauen ß'ormfofigfeit gegen bie ß'ar6en 
unb fünien ber Umgebung a6f)ängen, afl'.l babon, ba\3 bie \Ruine ttiie ein mrennpuntt bon 
�rinnerungen in ber (e6enbigen @egenlDart IDirft, f o 6ebürfte el'.l für ben grauen 3erHüfteten 
ß'e(fen nid)t erft ber barauf ftef)enben \Ruine, um benfe(6en �inbrucr 311 mad)en. Unb IDie 
fann bott einem romantifd)en, ib91fifd)en, f)iftorifcf)en �f)arafter ber \!anbfcf)aft ü6erf)aupt 
nod,i bie \Rebe fein, IDetm nid)t bal:'l, IDal'.l bie 5ßerf)ä(tniff e ber ®icf)t6arfeit für bal'.l gan3e 
\:.leben bel:'l imenf d)en 6ebeuten, if)uen erft bie f)cf)ere maferif d)e )8ebeutung über ben immer, 
f)in a113uerfennenben gegenf ä�füf)en, f)armonifd)en unb rf)9tf)mif d)en 5ßerf)äUniff en ber ß'ar6en 
nnb ß'ormen berfief)e. eio rneit biefe in metrad)t fommen, gelDinnen fie fef6ft erft burd) 
�lufnaf)me in jene f)öf)mn )8e3ief)ungen f)öf)ere fonbfd)aftfüf)e )8ebeutung, unb finb bann 
freifid) nacf) bem ®teigerungl:'lprincipe afl:'l �räger bel:'l S)öf)eren aud) mit f)cf)erem \ffiertf)e 
a(l:'l für fid) 311 beranf d)fogen. [)od), ftreiten 1Dir mtl:'l lieber ein anbml:'l ma( barii6er 
IDeiter, um nod) an einige anbere �rfaf)rungen 311 erinnern. 

5ßiefe ®cf)föff er unb Slföfter auf S)iigefn unb mergen finb ie�t 311 Srrenf)iiufern nnb 
ßud)tf)äufern eingericf)tet; fo 1uie IDir biel'.l erfaf)ren, ift el:'l, a(l:'l 06 ber 1Rei3, ben fie ber 
�anbfd)aft berfief)en, mit foftem ®aifer au>3geföfdJt IDiirbe. 

IDfon barf rnof)( f agen, ba\3 ie�t 311 r-en gro§artigften \leiftungen in ber maufunft bie 
�ifen6af)nge6äube gef)ören. Weid) ° granbiof e, d)arafteriftif d)e, in ben reinften ß'ontten 
nrd)iteftonifd)en �6enma§el:'l gef)aftene ®erfe bief er Wrt fief)t man nicf)t nur an einem, f onbern 
an bie(en S:Men ! '.tla3u fönnen fie bie boffenbetfte ßmecrmäfiigfeit 3eigen, unb IDet fennt nicf)t

·bie gro§e \Roffe, 1t1efd)e bie ,81t,ecrmä\3igfeit, im @runl:e aud] nur burd) Wff ociation, in ber
�eftf/etif ber maufunft f�,ieft? '.tlocf) mangelt bem �inbrucfe bief rr @e6äube immer etll1al:'l
an ber boffen mefriebi)1unq unb fe�ten tö�e; bl1d) ge1uäf)ren fie nie ben erfreuenben �in

ßeitfd)t1ft füt biltent� 111rni1. 26 
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brud einel'.l l.j3afoftel3 ober 'cen erf>alienen einel'.l '..rempeil'.l. Warum? ltJeii ltJir in if>nen 
ben ®cf>aupia� einel'.l �rulie{l'.l unb gejd)äftl'.lmäfiigen '..rreilienl'.l f ef>en, bal3 unl'.l mififäiit. 

®ef>en 111h: ülier bie \lanbf d)aft unb bie �rd)iteftur nod) 9ö9er f>inanf ! fül'.l bal'.l 
f d)önfte ®erf ber ®d]öl,)fung gift unß bie menfd)lid)e @eftaft; bie f>öd)ften Werfe ber 
&iibenben St'unft f>a'lien fie 311m @egenftanbe ober (fümente. \nun fügt unftreitig in bem 
)5iuffe ber ß'ormen, ber 31t.1eifeitigen ®�mmetrie, bief!eicf)t ben einfad)en l,ßrol,)ortionen, ltJie 
mand)e ltJoffen, ober geltJiffen rf)�tC,mifd)en merf)ältniffen, ltJie �nbre ltJoffen, ober bem 
iJo{bnen ®d)nitt, ltJie ,8eifing 1t.1iff, aud) ltlof)f in etltJal'.l Snftinftibem miel, ltJal'.l unl'.l fd)on 
liei ber ein3elnen @eftalt, aligef ef)en bon afier angefttüpften .IBebeutung ,· gefaffen fonn; 1t.103u 
lieim gan3en @emäfbe nod) bie merl)äftniff e ber @rupl,)irnng unb ijarliengeoung treten, in 
benen fiel,> ltJof)i aud) etltJal'.l bon f)armonifd)en unb biß9armonif d)en .1Be3ie9ungen att fiel) 
geftenb mad,>en fonn. �liet af!el'.l baß ift bod) nur bie niebere Unterlage für ben fid) att, 
fttiipfettbett mul'.lbrnd ber '..rauglicf)Mt ber Wcenfcf)engeftalt 3u ben @ef d)äften unb ijreuben 
bel'.l 12eoenl'.l un'o bett nod) f>öf)eren Wußbrnd ber ®ee{e unb bet ®eelen'lie1t.1egungen, ltJal'.l füfel'.l 
111ir f d)ott in ber ein3einen ®eftaft finben fönnen, en'ofid) fiir bie affgemeineren unb l)öf)eren 
menfd)Hd)en, ja iioer bal'.l Wcenf cf)fid)e f)inaul'.lreid)enben .1Be3ief)ungen, bie 1t.1ir im gan3en 
@emälbe fin'oen fönnen. Wffel'.l baß aoer tragen ltJir erft in 'oie gef ef)enen ijormen, unb 
ijaroen3ufamme11ftefiungen f)inein, nad) Gfrfaf)rungen ü&er bie .IBe'oeutung berfeflien, bie ltJir 
gemad)t f)aliett; a({el'.l baß ift ®ad)e b�l'.l aff ociirtett, nid)t bell! bireftett �in'orucrel'.l. ITTtttt 
f off matt jette niebere Unterfoge 'oer Wcenfd,lettfd)önf)eit f o 1t.1enig beracf)ten, a{l3 merl'.lmafi, 
Wf)�t�mul'.l, Weim in bem @ebicf)te; 11lier aucf) nicf)t f)öf>er un'o in feinem an'oettt ®inne 
ad}ten; un'o ltJer fonn bie f)öcf)fte ®d)önf)eit einea @ebid)tel'.l in merl'.lmafi, Wf)�tf>mul3, Weim 

. fud}en, 111enn f dJon eine merre�ung babon bie gmqe ®c()önl)eit bel'.l @e'oicf)tel'.l eben f o 
f d}qnben, tDie if)r reiner ß'{ufi fie l)od) f)elien fonn? ®ir f)aoen f)ier eoen 1t.1ieber ein .1Bei0 

fpief 'oer ®irtung bel'.l äftf)etif d)en ®teigerungl'.lµrincipl'.l, ltJonad) 'oal'.l ITTiebere un'o bal'.l 
bar;rnf geoaute S)öl)ere ein gröfierel3 unb f)öl)ml'.l l,ßrobuft beß ®ol)lgefaf1enl3 geoen fönnen, 
a{l'.l ber ®11mme bel'.l ®of)(gefaffenl'.l am ITTieberen unb S)öf)eren fiir fiel) entfµrid)t. ITTid)t 
att'oerl'.l aoer mit 'oer ®d)önf)eit 'oea imenfcf)en, a{l'.l bel'.l @ebicf)tel'.l. 

'.Der .IBeitrag, ben bie ,81t1ecrmäfiigfeit einea �auttmtel'.l 3ur ®cf)önf>eit bell! �aultJerfel'.l, 
ber geiftige fütl'.lbrucr 311r ®d)önf)eit einea 1JJlenf cf)en 3u geoen bermag, ift in je'oer meftf)etif 
anerfonnt; uttb 'oamit ittbireft aucf) 'oie füiftung bel'.l mff ociationaprinciµel'.l anerfonnt, nur 
bamit nicf)t aud) 'oaa l,ßrinciµ a{l'.l @runb tief er füiftung anerfonnt, nocf) bie ltJef entficf)en 
@efid)tal,)unfte bief ea l,ßrindµeß bamit erfonnt. Dft ltJirb ber geiftige Wul'.lbrncr ala ein ben 
ijormen fertig an�ängenber ober bott f e(oft fiel) baraua erge&enber gefafit, oft 3um bireften 
Grinbrucre gef d)fogen, ttrna ®ad)e ber mff ociatiim, oft, 111ie ltJir borqin ein .QJeifl,)ief f>atten, 
beien 111efentfid)er �ntf)eil am 9ö9eren äftf)etijdJen fön'orncre gan3 �erfonnt, ja geleugnet, 
oft aucf) untriftig bie ®d)önf)eit affeht in ,81t.1ed unb iSebeutung gefegt. mie{ Hefie fic(J 
ii6er alfea biefi fagen, bod) f>alien 111ir 11nl'.l im @an3en oefd)ränft, bie >lliege nicf)t 3u gef)en, 
'Die tDir nicyt für i:-ie oeften f)aften, unb f d,liiefien mit einigen alfgemeinen .IBetrac{,ltungen, 
1t.1ie lDir liegonnett. 

mon bottt l)min l)erftef)t fid), bafi, ruenn ba� ®ol)fgefaffen an beu '.Dingen 111efentlid) 
mit auf ber �rinnernng an Wof)fgefälfigel'.l oernqt, ea aucf) an jicf) ®of)fgefäifigea geoen 
mufi; unb bie .paul,)taufgaoe ber Weftf)etif l.'011 Unten lieruf)t barin, bie an fiel) lieftef)enben 
Dueffen ber 211ft, bea ®of>lgefaffen�, 111ie bie @efe�e if>rea ,8ufammen1t.1Men� feft3ufteffen, 
1mb luo möglid) 3u einer affiJemeinften Duelle, einem affgemeinften ®efe�e, tDie 12uft un'o 
Unfujt entftef)en, aufaufteigen, &ia je�t freificf) ein elienfo ungefi.\ftel'.l l,ßrolilem, 111ie baa 
l,ßro&fem einea alfgemeinjten Sh:aftgef e�el'.l in t,er 'ß�t)iif. Wncf, f)a&en \Dir una f>ier feine 
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f o allgemeine 2rufgabe gefte(ft, fonbern eben &roo bie, 3u 3eigen 1 bafi unter beu tierfd)iebc• 
nen Duellen beo ®ol}lgefallenl'.l bie immerl}in f efunbiir 3u nennenbe ber 2lff odation eine 
ber ttiid)tigften \Roffen fpieft, baburd) jpieft, bafi fie ßuf{üfie aul'.l aUen Duefien, bie ui·, 
fprüngtid)er a(l'.l fie finb, in fiel) aufnimmt unb in fid) tierf d)mif3t. 

IJJlan qat bie bireften Dueffen ber 2uft, bel'.l ®ol}lgefaUenl'.l nid)t fd)fed)tqin mit finn• 
lid)en 3u l.lerttied)fefn, obttiol}f al!e rein finnlid)en 3u ben bireften gel}ören, unb qat bie 
l}öl}eren iiftl}etifd)en @inbriicre nid)t allein im @ebiete ber m:ffociation 3u fud)en. '.Die 2fuf, 
faffung bei ®�mmetrie, ber ß'aroentierf)iiftniffe, ber stonl.letl}iiUniffe überfteigt baa rein 
finnlid)e @ebiet, ol}ne befil}afb eine @lad)e ber 2rff ociation 3u fein. füte l}öl}eren iiftl}etifd)en 
�inbrücl'e l}iinaen überl}aupt an ,8uf ammenl}iingen unb 5Be3ie9ungen, bie nun aber eben 
fo1Doqf innere a{o iiufiere beo @egenftanbell! fein fönnen. S)ier fpielen bie inneren, bort bie 
iiufieren ober aff ociatitien bie S)auptroiie. 

· .;}m \Reid)e bell! @lid)tbaren fommt überl}aupt fein iiftl}etif d)er (zinbrucl' tion einiger
S)öl}e ol}ne bao �lff ociationoprincip 3u @ltanbe. '.Dao S)öd)fte, ttio3u eo biefe13 \Reid,l abgefel}en 
bation bringt, ift bie foleiboffopif d}e ß'igur unb bao ß'euerttierf. m:ud) bie l,ßoefie gipfeU 
im aff ociatitien ß'aftor, benn ber eiinn beo @ebid}teo ift nur angefnüpft an bie ®orte, 
unb meromafi, \Rl}�tl}muo, \Reim gettiinnen erf)ebHdJe 5.Bebeutung nur nad) j)Jcafigabe, aflll 
fie l}ierin eingel}en. S)ingegen fpieft bie 2lff ociation in ber 9.Jcufif bfoo bie 9,ebenroUe. 
'.Der l}öqere @inbrucl' ber 9.Jcufif berul}t IDef entlief,) auf einem merfofgen il}rer inneren .me, 
·3ief)ungen, unb fo tiie{ fid) barnn anfnüpfen fonn, eo ift bem eigentlid)en mufifolifc(,en
@inbrucfe 3ufiillig. .;}m eitreben, einl}eitlid,le l,ßrincipien aufaufte!fen, qat man mel}rfad)· ben
S)aupteinbrucl' bel'.l @emiifbeo in bemf erben @linne l.lon feinen inneren .5Be3iel}ungen abl}iingig
gemad)t, ttiie ben ber j)Jcufif; aber bie BJMerei iit in bief et 5Be3ief)uug l.ler1oanbter mit
ber I_J3oefie afo ber fficufif, 1ue1m fd)on nid)t in jeber S)infid)t bamit l.lergfeid)bar. �13
ttiürbe l.lon S'ntmffe fein, biefe tqefül analoge tqeHl'.l l.lerfd)iebene \Rol!e be\3 2rff ociationl3•
principel'.l in ben tierf d)iebenen Sfünften eingef)enber ,,u betrnd)ten; bod) immer l.lon �euem
l}aoen 11.Jir unl'.l ber 5.Bejd)riinfung 3u erinnern, bie une f)ier auferlegt ift.

9.Jceint man, bie ®dJönl}eit 11.Jerbe babmd), bafi fie grofienH1eHo auf 2!ff ociationen ruf)t,
nad) beten ßufiiUigfeit fe(bft eine ®ad)e ber ßufii11igfeit, f o ift ba\3 aue boppeUem ®e•
fid)rnpunfte nid)t triftig. �imna(, f ofern fid) nad) ben angeborenen unb auf bereu @runb
entll.Jicfelten .5Be311gl'.ll.lerf)iiUniff en ber ffi,enf d)en unb '.Dinge ein gewiff er $freie tion 2rff ociationen
um jebeo :Ding n otl}ttienbig  enhvicfeft; 3ttieiteno, ttieH unter cenen, bie fid) nad) 3eitlid)en
unb örtfid)en Umftiinben l.lerf d)ieben geftaUen, bod) nur eine geroiff e @eftaftung bie günftigft
mi5glid)e für bie 9.Jcenf d)l}eit ift, unb barnn qat fid) ber .megriff ber ttial}ren ®d)önqeit 3u
{}alten. '.Do(j freilid) folgt notl}ttienbig aue bem l,ßrincipe 1mb wirb jid) bem �egriffe einer
abfoluten ed)önl}eit gegenüber, ben fficand,ie qaben, unfd,imer tiertreten fafien, bafi bie
®d)önl}eit ber menf d)fid)en @eftalt nid)t iioera(( bie l}öd)fte fid)tbare ®d)önl}eit fein fonn.
@ieot el3 anberl3 auf anbern ®eftförpern @efcf)öpfe, bie, ben anbern fol3mifd,ien merf)iiltniffen
angemeffen, anberl'.l a((j bie 9.Jcenf d)en organifirt unb geoaut finb, f o wirb bort a(o l}öd)fte
@ld}önl}eit bie ber @ef d,iöpfe gelten, an bie fid) bort bie 1Dert91.1ollfte .5Bebeutung fnüt,ft.

'.Daburd,i, bafi bie ®dJönl}eit für ben 9.Jcenfd)en toefentlicf> mit auf 2Iffociationen beffen,
1Dal3 für if)n l}öl}ere unb roertl}ooiie 5.Bebeutung l}at, an bie finnfid,ie Unterfoge f eine(j
�ebenß berul}t, greift fie miid)tig in bie gefammten qöqmn SMturl.lerl}iiUniff e ber 9.Jcenf d)c
�eit ein, ttiie fie in gettJiifem @>inne erft baraue geboren ttiirb, unb gettiinnt bamit eine,
über tial3 unmittelbare @efaUett an if)r ttJeit unb l}od) l}inauereid,ienbe 5.Bebeutung.
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With the advent of modernity, change and novelty have become the core values of
artistic production. At the same time the derogatory term “kitsch” was coined to contrast
truly ground-breaking artistic achievements. In this article, we argue that kitsch and
avant-garde art ideally represent two complementary types of aesthetic experience: a
fluent one that allows for immediate emotional gratification (kitsch) and a disfluent one
that requires cognitive elaboration (art). We make a case that preferences for the one or
the other are dynamically related to a set of conflicting needs which constitute the basic
dilemma of human attachment behavior: needs for safety and intimacy versus needs for
arousal and autonomy. Based on the Zurich Model of Social Motivation we hypothesize
that social distance regulation and aesthetic liking are synchronized via notions of self-
efficacy and autonomy: Whenever we feel safe and self-sufficient, an appetence for
arousal (curiosity) is likely to arise that increases our interest in unfamiliar conspecifics as
well as in innovative, cognitively challenging aesthetic stimuli (art). By contrast, when we
feel vulnerable and dependent, a longing for safety and relatedness (nostalgia) attracts
us not only to familiar and trustworthy individuals but also to conventional aesthetic
stimuli charged with positive emotions (kitsch). This theoretical framework offers an
integrative perspective on dynamics of aesthetic liking in that it unites a wide variety of
phenomena from anthropology, developmental, and cognitive psychology with concepts
and findings from art history, sociology of art, and empirical aesthetics.

Keywords: empirical aesthetics, dynamics of appreciation, art perception, kitsch, autonomy, security, arousal,
Zurich Model of Social Motivation

INTRODUCTION

In aesthetics, there is nothing more persistent than change (Martindale, 1990; Carbon, 2011).
Art historians have defined different epochs to account for major changes in style and content
on a cultural level. For centuries, such discontinuities in the arts as well as in fashion have
coincided with fundamental changes in society: A new political order seems to call for new aesthetic
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conventions.1 With the onset of modernity, however, innovation
itself has become the touchstone of artistic production in
the Western world obliging artists to “criticism of tradition”
(Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 3). Artists who aspire a particularly advanced
position in this rebellion against well-tried aesthetic conventions
are identified with a term from French military jargon (Cǎlinescu,
1987): the avant-garde. The derogatory label kitsch has emerged
along with the idea of avant-garde art2 (Greenberg, 1939). In art
criticism, it has been used to contrast unique and progressive
artistic achievements with the outdated, overly simplistic and
consoling commodities of popular culture (Greenberg, 1939;
Simon-Schäfer, 1980; Kulka, 1996).

On an individual level, similar changes in aesthetic liking
can be observed in the context of intergenerational conflict:
Puberty is not only a stage of profound physical transformation,
but also of social reorientation and aesthetic reevaluation. As a
young person’s claim for autonomy awakens, a shift in aesthetic
preferences takes place: For instance, choice of music, clothing,
and hairstyle are no longer aligned with their parents’ aesthetic
standards. Quite the contrary, as curiosity for the exciting outside
world—especially peers and idols—intensifies, the familiar sphere
of the parental home becomes increasingly “dull,” “stuffy,” and
“kitschy” (Stemmle, 1931; Dettmar and Küpper, 2007). Avenarius
(1920) reported a similar conflict among artists of the early
20th century when a young generation of artists tried to
distinguish themselves from their well-established predecessors
by scorning them as “Kitschiers” (p. 222). Again, the term
kitsch appears as a symptom of conflict between tradition and
innovation.

Recent findings from social psychology and empirical
aesthetics provide additional indication for a dynamic
interrelation of aesthetic appreciation and social motivation
on a situational level: Landau et al. (2006), for instance, observed
that mortality concerns diminished liking of Modern art among
individuals with a high personal need for structure. In two studies
using the mortality salience paradigm there was preliminary
evidence for a complementary effect regarding kitsch: Decorative
everyday objects were perceived as less kitschy after in sensu
exposure to existential threats (Raab et al., 2015; Ortlieb et al.,
2016a).

By looking at these dynamic phenomena on a cultural, an
individual, and a situational level, it seems that the term kitsch
tends to resurface in the context of social conflict between
the old and the new, and that “[n]o matter how we scorn it,
kitsch is an integral part of the human condition” (Kundera,
1984/1999, p. 256). The aim of this paper is to present a functional
model that accounts for these dynamics by mapping aesthetic
preference for novelty (or familiarity), complexity (or simplicity),
and ambiguity (or determinacy), to universal human needs for

1In France and England for instance, particular styles are identified with the
reigns of certain monarchs (e.g., “Louis-XVI,” “Empire,” “Georgian,” etc.). With the
breakdown of monarchies in Russia and Germany, revolutionary art movements
(e.g., Cubo-Futurism, Suprematism, Dadaism) flourished before they were silenced
by totalitarian art doctrines in the early 1930s.
2Meanwhile, the term “avant-garde” is used as a label for an epoch in art history.
In the following, it refers to a socio-critical concept of art, which is not limited to a
certain period.

autonomy, security3, and arousal. Before we devise our model,
we briefly touch upon three important questions regarding kitsch
(and its relation to art):

(1) What do we mean by kitsch?
(2) Why is kitsch aesthetically pleasing?
(3) If it is pleasurable, why is kitsch considered worthless?

These preliminary considerations will set the stage for a model
linking appreciation of kitsch and art to the dynamics of social
distance regulation (Bischof, 1975, 1993, 2001) and regulatory
focus4 (Higgins, 1998). In a stepwise approach, each variable of
our model is introduced separately before we elaborate on their
dynamic interplay. Finally, implications and limitations of the
model are discussed with regard to basic (e.g., art perception) and
applied research (e.g., product design) on dynamics of aesthetic
liking.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY KITSCH?

The word “kitsch” and the corresponding aesthetic concept have
emerged quite recently (Cǎlinescu, 1987). With some certainty,
it can be traced back to the late 1860s when it came into use
among artists and art dealers from Munich as a derogatory label
for “cheap artistic stuff” (p. 234). To the present day, the origins
of the word kitsch remain unclear and have inspired numerous
etymological theories (Kluge and Seebold, 2011).5 Best (1985)
claimed that it derives from Swabian dialect where the verb
“Kitschen” originally referred to petty trading, while the noun
“Kitsch” was used to designate crude wooden objects, scrap wood,
or flotsam. For two reasons, this etymological theory seems rather
compelling: Firstly, it allocates the origins of the word kitsch to a
local dialect from southern Germany which is where it first came
into use in its modern sense. Secondly, it accounts for two socio-
economic developments of the 19th century that have prepared
the ground for kitsch as a mass phenomenon: According to
Greenberg (1939), kitsch is a product of industrialization and
universal literacy. With increasing literacy a new market for
expendable literature emerged. This demand for affordable
reading material was met mainly by haberdashers roaming the
land with crates full of mass-produced paperbacks. Furthermore,
the indignant reactions of contemporary writers and literature
critics to this “reading frenzy” anticipated some of the main
tropes of the later kitsch discourse in that pulp literature was
scorned as schematic and overly sentimental (Schöberl, 1984;
Niehaus, 2002; Dettmar and Küpper, 2007).

Unlike other labels of bad taste, the German word kitsch was
adopted by most modern languages (see Ortlieb et al., 2017)

3In this article the following distinction between “security” and “safety” is made:
While safety merely indicates the absence of potentially harmful stimuli, security
refers to the unique combination of intimacy and safety that is conveyed by familiar
and trustworthy others.
4Regulatory Focus Theory by Higgins (1998) proposes a basic distinction between
two motivational orientations: A prevention focus that motivates us to anticipate
and avoid potential threats and a promotion focus that draws our attention towards
opportunities for growth and achievement.
5For a comprehensive overview of etymological hypotheses see Cǎlinescu (1987).
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and has entered new contexts of use. Meanwhile, it may refer
to “virtually anything subject to judgments of taste” (Cǎlinescu,
1987, p. 235): from painting, sculpture, and literature to music,
cinema, and TV programs, not to forget architecture, interior
decoration, and furnishing. Out of its many contexts of usage,
art theory is the most important one (Simon-Schäfer, 1980). The
term kitsch has served many authors as a counter-concept to
applied art (Pazaurek, 1912/2012), avant-garde art (Greenberg,
1939), or art proper (Simon-Schäfer, 1980). In his essay on
Kitsch and Art philosopher Tomaš Kulka also dealt with kitsch
as a borderline phenomenon of art (Kulka, 1996). Yet, to him
the “aesthetic inadequacy” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 236) of kitsch
was not self-evident. Instead, he derived three conditions for
the application of the kitsch concept from its preferred subjects
and stylistic devices in the visual domain. The following kitsch
definition is based on these criteria.

According to Kulka (1996), the kitsch concept only applies
if the following three conditions are met: First and foremost,
kitsch requires content “charged with stock emotions [that]
spontaneously triggers an unreflective emotional response” (p.
26). Secondly, this subject matter must be “instantly and
effortlessly identifiable” (p. 33), and thirdly, its rendering must
not substantially enrich the spectators’ “associations relating to
the depicted objects or themes” (p. 37). The first condition
suggests that some themes and subjects are more prone to kitsch
classification than others. For instance, themes like mothers
with babies, turtling doves, or embracing couples are quite
typical for kitsch (Kulka, 1996). Universal themes of human
existence with a positive emotional valence such as love, birth,
childhood, family, or friendship seem particularly evocative
of kitsch simply because they represent the “lowest common
denominators of experience” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 45). Apart
from eliciting feelings of tenderness and affection, they are
easily accessible as they are based on common life experience.
However, it is important to stress, that kitsch only draws on
themes and subjects with a positive emotional valence. For some
deeper reason—which we are about to explore in the course
of this investigation—it avoids all the unpleasant and troubling
aspects of the human condition such as death, illness, loss,
and separation. This limitation in terms of emotional valence
allows for us to discriminate between an unclouded positive
response to kitsch and the multifaceted experience of “being
moved” (Menninghaus et al., 2015), that typically involves mixed
emotions (Weth et al., 2015) along with indicators for negative
affect on a physiological level (Wassiliwizky et al., 2017). Hence,
we suggest to modify Kulka’s first precondition as follows: Above
all, “kitsch requires a subject matter with a positive emotional
charge” (Ortlieb and Carbon, 2018, p. 6). The subject First Kiss
(Figure 1A), for example, seems particularly promising with
regard to affective impact since it borrows on several highly
emotional themes including first love, friendship, childhood
innocence, and, of course, nostalgia. Upon closer examination,
Figure 1A also shows how certain stylistic devices are used
to increase both likeliness and intensity of a strong emotional
response: In order to raise the chance of stimulating personal
recollections in the perceiver, the two children are not portrayed
as individuals; instead, their features are schematized toward a

FIGURE 1 | (A) First Kiss as a typical kitsch subject versus (B) The Kiss by
Picasso (1928). Abstracted drawings by the first author.

textbook example of the so-called “baby scheme” (Lorenz, 1943)
comprising “a head large in relation to the body, eyes set low in
the head, a large protruding forehead, round protruding cheeks,
a plump rounded body shape, short thick extremities, soft body
surface, and clumsy behavior” (Morreall and Loy, 1989, p. 68).
Findings from evolutionary aesthetics illuminate why this scheme
of “cuteness” is so closely associated with kitsch: Apart from
attracting the beholder’s attention (Brosch et al., 2007), it reliably
triggers a positive emotional response that inhibits aggression
and promotes caretaking behavior (Alley, 1983; Zebrowitz, 1997;
Glocker et al., 2008). The underlying innate releasing mechanism
also responds to childlike characteristics in young animals from
other species, which is certainly one of the reasons why fluffy
kittens and clumsy puppies make first rate kitsch subjects. In
kitsch, infantile features are typically exaggerated (e.g., very large
head with big round eyes) to make its bearers even more salient
and adorable (peak shift principle; Ramachandran and Hirstein,
1999).6

Logically, a subject or theme has to be “instantly and
effortlessly identifiable” (Kulka, 1996, p. 33) in order to elicit
an automatic emotional response that is not deeply reflected.
For the sake of immediate recognition, kitsch producers are
well-advised to adhere to faithful imitation and to respect
representational conventions (Figure 1A). A Cubist rendering,
for example, will not work for kitsch as it impairs identifiability
of the depicted subject matter (Muth et al., 2013). For example,
Picasso’s rather unusual interpretation of The Kiss from 1928
fails to trigger an immediate heartwarming response despite
its emotionally charged content (Figure 1B). This work from
the artist’s Surrealist period shows that identifiability of the
depicted subject matter was of little concern to him. On the
contrary, Picasso deliberately complicated object recognition by

6The present article is mainly concerned with the psychological effects of kitsch.
For a more detailed analysis of kitsch-related stimulus properties see Ortlieb and
Carbon (2018).
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transforming the romantic scene into what looks like a pile
of bulky, perforated slabs of stone, while the maker of First
Kiss (Figure 1A) chose a realistic display to ensure immediate
identifiability.

However, another Surrealist painting from 1928 titled The
Lovers (Figure 2A) by René Magritte suggests that at least one
more precondition is needed to reliably distinguish between
kitsch and art. Although it deals with a positive emotional subject
which is perfectly identifiable due to a realistic display, Magritte’s
painting does not strike us as particularly kitschy. From the
moment we lay eyes on it, we ask ourselves with puzzlement:
Why are the lovers’ faces veiled? With this conspicuous detail the
artist deliberately provokes conscious reasoning at the expense
of an unreflective emotional response. Yet, the resulting train
of thought may yield new interpretations (e.g., “By hiding the
couple’s faces, the artist reveals the spectator’s voyeurism”). What
do Picasso’s Kiss and Magritte’s Lovers have in common that
is essentially absent in kitsch? From a modernist standpoint,
art is valued for its ability to question our view upon the
world (Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell, 2008; Muth et al., 2015;
Muth and Carbon, 2016). Indeed, the two artworks stand out
from kitsch in that they challenge the habitual way of dealing
with the depicted subject matter. Instead of following well-
tried representational conventions, both Picasso and Magritte
are testing the limits of artistic expression. Conversely, Kulka
(1996) claimed that kitsch classification implies a manner
of representation, which “does not substantially enrich our
associations relating to the depicted subject matter” (p. 37). Alike
Greenberg (1939) and many others, he arrived at the conclusion
that kitsch meets a reassuring function, which is directly opposed
to the intentions of the avant-garde: While art questions our basic
sentiments and beliefs, kitsch comes to support and to protect
them (Kulka, 1996).

Despite its conservative function, kitsch proves remarkably
versatile. Greenberg (1939) described the paradoxical nature
of kitsch—both static and dynamic—by stating that “[k]itsch
changes according to style, but remains always the same” (p. 40).
Novelty is an ephemeral property and artistic innovations are
subject to adaptation on a cultural level. As society’s frame of
reference shifts over time, even highly controversial artworks may
gradually become clichés of high art and finally lend themselves to
commercial exploitation. Today, museum shops sell coffee mugs,

FIGURE 2 | (A) The Lovers by Magritte (1928) and (B) The Kiss/Lovers by
Klimt (1908). Abstracted drawings by the first author.

T-shirts, and pillow cases imprinted with reproductions of The
Kiss/Lovers by Gustav Klimt (Figure 2B). Albeit the artist once
spearheaded the Vienna Secession movement, innovativeness of
his work has diminished and it has become particularly prone to
kitsch classification: Apart from its abstract ornamental motifs,
the highly emotional subject of this work is perfectly identifiable.
It certainly adds to the plausibility of Kulka’s (1996) definition
that commercial exploitation mainly affects figurative art, but not
Cubist or non-representational artworks that lack an identifiable
subject altogether. A corresponding habituation effect should
also be discernible on an individual level. Since Kulka’s kitsch
criteria are dynamically related to a person’s previous experience
with a particular subject and its representational conventions, his
definition can account for the variability that lies in the eye of the
beholder: For example, some jolly little plastic figure with a beard
and a pointed hat is certain to enrich someone’s associations who
is unfamiliar with the concept of a garden gnome (e.g., children
or foreigners). Yet, as novelty of the standard garden gnome
decreases, it will gradually become prone to kitsch classification.

To summarize: By drawing on Kulka’s three conditions we
can account for both the static and the volatile aspects of
kitsch. As the “rear-guard” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 39) of cultural
change kitsch readily appropriates new patterns after they have
proved culturally successful. Nevertheless, it always stays the
same with regard to its conservative function. Thus, Kulka’s
(1996) definition allows us to take an interactionist perspective
on kitsch (and art) as it groups “different objects [. . .] together
not because of their inherent similarities but because they fulfill
a certain social function in a given society” (p. 6). But still a
profound ambivalence toward kitsch remains unexplained: On
the one hand “kitsch” is a term of abuse, on the other hand, it
proves commercially successful.

WHY IS KITSCH AESTHETICALLY
PLEASING?

In Changing Art, Changing Man Mandel (1967) compared art
galleries and museums to fitness studios of the mind where people
enjoy exercising their spiritual abilities on works of art. By way
of analogy, he suggested that Modern art is valued mainly for
its capacity to transform the way we see the world. There is
considerable empirical evidence that curiosity and exploration
are in fact what motivates museum visitors to engage with art:
Attending a show of contemporary art, people are “[e]xpecting
the unexpected” (Muth et al., 2017a) and intrigued especially
by works of art that promise new insights (Muth et al., 2015).
When Berlyne (1971) formulated the basic propositions of new
experimental aesthetics he had a similar notion of art in mind,
according to which, collative variables7 such as novelty, surprise,
complexity, indeterminacy, and ambiguity form not only the
“essential ingredients of art [but] of whatever else is aesthetically

7Although Berlyne (1971) spoke of object properties, collative variables clearly lie
in the eye of the beholder as judgments of novelty and complexity will always
depend on one’s previous experience. Only in the rare case of truly groundbreaking
artworks (e.g., Picasso’s Desmoiselles d’Avignon), a painting or a sculpture may be
‘objectively’ innovative with regard to the entire art world.
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pleasing” (p. viii). Yet, this assumption cannot account for the
popular success of kitsch. What is it then that makes kitsch
aesthetically pleasing?

In popular aesthetics form is subordinated to content
(Bourdieu, 1979/1984). First and foremost, works of popular taste
need a theme or a subject matter that “easily triggers a personal
reflection or affiliation from spectators” (Hanquinet et al., 2014,
p. 113). For the sake of immediate accessibility, its producers
prefer well-tried manners of representation (e.g., conventional
realism and the classical ideals of beauty and harmony) over
daring stylistic innovations (e.g., Cubism; see Muth et al., 2013).
As a result, everybody can easily relate to such works based on his
or her common life experience. Obviously, kitsch makes a perfect
example of popular taste in that it combines meaningful content
with immediacy of a positive affective response. In Figure 1A,
for instance, formal aspects are clearly subordinated to content
as stylistic devices are either used to facilitate identifiability (i.e.,
faithful imitation) or to amplify the emotional impact (e.g., baby
scheme) of a proper amalgam of emotionally rich content (e.g.,
first love).

The popular principle of ‘content over form’ led Kulka (1996)
to believe that the mass appeal of kitsch must be determined
solely by content-related associations: “People are attracted to
kitsch because they like its subject matter” (p. 28). Are content-
independent properties of kitsch really without any bearing on
its hedonic value? After all, there is strong empirical evidence
that any aspect of a stimulus array that helps the perceiver to
process it more efficiently will also increase aesthetic liking. For
example, it has been shown that people tend to prefer familiar
over unfamiliar (Zajonc, 1968), clear-cut over indeterminate
(Reber et al., 1998), and prototypical over unconventional stimuli
(Rhodes and Tremewan, 1996; Halberstadt, 2006; Khalil and
McBeath, 2006). From this body of research the authors of the
Hedonic Fluency Model (HFM; Reber et al., 2004) concluded
that liking is a monotonically increasing function of processing
speed: “The more fluently the perceiver can process an object,
the more positive is his or her aesthetic response” (p. 366).8

Fluent processing is hereby conceived as an inherently pleasant
experience (Reber et al., 2004) spilling over onto the stimulus
itself (Winkielman and Cacioppo, 2001). Besides, Reber et al.
(2004) distinguished perceptual fluency, that refers to “the ease
of identifying the physical identity of the stimulus” (p. 367),
from conceptual fluency, which is defined as the “ease of mental
operations concerned with stimulus meaning and its relation to
semantic knowledge structures” (p. 367). In terms of processing
ease, we expect kitsch to excel on a perceptual and a conceptual
level: According to Kulka’s (1996) definition, kitsch classification
directly implies effortless identifiability and standard associations
with regard to the depicted subject matter.

8Recurrent nightmares and intrusive images in patients with post-traumatic stress
disorder cast serious doubt on a general fluency-positivity link. Alternatively,
the Fluency Amplification Model by Albrecht and Carbon (2014) postulates that
processing fluency does not necessarily amplify positivity of a stimulus, but the
intensity of its initial valence. According to Albrecht and Carbon, the fluency-
positivity link only applies to stimuli with a positive valence; in the case of aversive
stimuli, fluency increases negativity. Regarding kitsch, this particular limitation
of the HFM is not an issue, since kitsch classification presupposes content with a
positive valence (Ortlieb and Carbon, 2018).

Altogether, we hypothesize that the aesthetic appeal of kitsch
consists of (A) emotionally rich content with a positive valence
in combination with the inherently rewarding experience of
(B) perceptual (effortless identifiability), and (C) conceptual
fluency (standard associations). Jointly, these three components
offer a reasonable explanation for its great popularity: Kitsch is
liked simply because it provides instant and effortless emotional
gratification (see Benjamin, 1982/2002; Cǎlinescu, 1987; Kulka,
1996; Menninghaus, 2009; Ortlieb and Carbon, 2018). When
we talk about kitsch and art it seems that we are dealing
with two different kinds of aesthetic appreciation that can
be reliably separated in terms of processing dynamics (Graf
and Landwehr, 2015) and the role of positive content-related
associations (Ortlieb and Carbon, 2018): a fluent one, consisting
of a spontaneous, inherently pleasurable affective response and
general accessibility (kitsch); and a disfluent one, that may yield
new insights but requires previous knowledge and cognitive
elaboration (art; Belke et al., 2015).

WHY IS KITSCH CONSIDERED
WORTHLESS?

If kitsch is perfectly agreeable, why is it a derogatory term in
the first place? With his Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu raised awareness for “a fundamental
refusal of the facile” (Bourdieu, 1979/1984, p. 486) in Western
aesthetics. This general aversion is directed against anything that
appears “easy in the sense of simple, and therefore shallow, and
‘cheap,’ because it is easily decoded and culturally ‘undemanding”’
(p. 486). Furthermore, he observed that whatever “offers
pleasures that are too immediately accessible [is contrasted with]
the deferred pleasures of legitimate art” (p. 486). Although
Bourdieu did not mention kitsch explicitly, it makes a truly
paradigmatic example of his claims: On the one hand, it is liked
inter alia because it is easy on the mind; on the other hand,
it is used derogatorily by art-educated people in contrast to
high art.

Highbrow aesthetics is directly opposed to popular taste
in that it “privileges form over matter and the principle of
distance and detachment in the appreciation of art” (Hanquinet
et al., 2014, p. 113). An artwork is seen as autonomous
in that it reflects the artist’s idiosyncratic message without
making any concessions to common understanding. These
characteristics of highbrow aesthetics are discernible in Picasso’s
Kiss (Figure 1B): Apparently, the artist is more interested
in formal experimentation than in the emotional content of
his work. At the expense of identifiability and immediacy of
effect, he seeks for hitherto unprecedented means to express
himself. Bourdieu et al. (1969/1991) argued that highbrow
aesthetics “cannot be appreciated immediately without any
cultural resources” (Hanquinet et al., 2014, p. 113). In order
to apprehend and value high art, the perceiver has to acquire
culture capital (e.g., art expertise), “a resource which is unevenly
socially distributed” (p. 113). Therefore, Bourdieu’s “distinction
between popular aesthetic and highbrow aesthetic is [. . .] one
between the initiated and outsiders, between the few that master
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the aesthetic codes and are able to decipher them and the many
others who belong to the profane world” (p. 113). Since aesthetic
ideas have been shaped in a social process, they bear the mark
of relationships of power and domination (Hanquinet et al.,
2014). From this premise, Bourdieu (1979/1984) concluded that a
“refusal of the facile” (S. 486) is maintained, because popular taste
does not allow for distinction in terms of culture capital. In other
words, social inequality could neither be secured nor ‘legitimized’
based on popular aesthetics.

Consequently, the doctrine of Socialist Realism of the former
Soviet Union obliged artists to refrain from abstraction and
formal experimentation (formalism) in favor of a realistic
representation of themes from everyday life. In a classless
society, art should be intelligible for everyone. According to
the composer György Ligeti, this culture policy inevitably led
to “cheap mass-produced art” (Ligeti, 2010). Alike other art
doctrines, Socialist Realism illustrates how art becomes kitsch,
whenever it is stripped of its dishabituation function and used as
a vehicle for political propaganda (Kundera, 1984/1999). Culture
capital also offers a plausible explanation why some formerly
derogatory concepts have become highly respectable terms
(e.g., Impressionism), while kitsch continues to be negatively
connoted. An Impressionist painting is unlikely to please the
naïve spectator at first sight: Its subject is only vaguely identifiable
as brushstrokes have been hastily jotted onto the canvas. To
the naïve perceiver it appears unfinished or otherwise carelessly
executed. Some background knowledge (i.e., culture capital)
about the intentions, practices, and merits of Impressionist
painting is required to fully appreciate these works (Kulka, 1996).
By contrast, in the case of kitsch aesthetic pleasure is without any
presuppositions in terms of art expertise—most people can relate
to it at first sight. Research literature from empirical aesthetics
supports Bourdieu’s assumption by showing that a transfer of
art-related knowledge increases people’s appreciation of novelty
and complexity in general (McWhinnie, 1968; Smith and Melara,
1990; Palmer and Griscom, 2013) and of abstract paintings in
particular (Stojilović and Marković, 2014). At least two of these
studies even suggest that an increase in aesthetic expertise leads to
a veritable distaste for conventional harmony (Smith and Melara,
1990; Palmer and Griscom, 2013).

If we think of kitsch and avant-garde art as the poles
of a continuous dimension connecting perfectly conventional,
benign, and determinate aesthetic objects (kitsch) and highly
original, ambivalent, and indeterminate ones (avant-garde art),
one’s current level of art expertise defines the anchor point of
one’s personal aesthetic frame of (p)reference. With an increasing
level of art expertise this set point moves toward the avant-garde
pole. Thus, the range of people’s aesthetic comfort zone will vary
greatly according to their aesthetic standards. As a result, Monet’s
famous water lilies may provoke extremely different reactions:
They may be too concrete and mainstream for some, while others
dismiss them as too abstract and avant-gardist. By and large, the
concept of culture capital can account for such interindividual
differences in aesthetic judgment; yet it does not explain why
the same person is not always ‘in the mood’ for Monet. On the
whole, Bourdieu’s view on taste is a rather static one. However,
the value of a sociological perspective should not disguise the

fact that our relationship to kitsch and art is more complex
and flexible. For instance, it cannot explain why, from time to
time, people are attracted to kitsch rather than repulsed by it
(Kulka, 1996; Kundera, 1984/1999; Dettmar and Küpper, 2007;
Pazaurek, 1912/2012). In the following we devise a theoretical
framework that accounts for the dynamic aspects of aesthetic
liking by relating them to the ever-conflicting demands of human
attachment behavior.

LINKING KITSCH AND ART TO THE
DYNAMICS OF SOCIAL MOTIVATION

“I call beauty a social quality”
(Burke, 1757/1990, p. 39)

Philosopher Walter Benjamin once claimed that “art begins
at a distance of two meters from the body [while] in kitsch,
the world of things advances on the human being” (Benjamin,
1927/2008, p. 238). As we will see in the following this is
by no means a metaphorical expression, but a very accurate
observation which can be taken almost literally: By relating
changes in aesthetic liking to the dynamics of social distance
regulation, we will devise a functional model of kitsch and art
that rests on two propositions: Firstly, kitsch and avant-garde art
ideally represent two types of aesthetic experience, which can be
reliably discriminated in terms of processing characteristics and
positive emotional content; secondly, preference for the one or
the other is modulated by needs for intimacy and autonomy.
Similar claims have been made by philosopher Edmund Burke
who already speculated about a close interrelation between two
distinct aesthetic ideas—the beautiful and the sublime—and their
origins in social motivation (Burke, 1757/1990). According to
Burke, it is a drive for affiliation that attracts us to the beautiful,
while a drive for self-preservation fascinates us with the sublime:
Anything beautiful evokes tender feelings of affection along with
the desire to draw near to it (e.g., fluffy kittens). In contrast, the
underlying emotions of the sublime are fear and awe (Eskine
et al., 2012). Hence, the sublime is only aesthetically pleasing
as long as it is observed from a safe distance (e.g., tigers at
the zoo). By proposing two antagonistic drives for affiliation
and self-preservation Burke’s theory touches upon the basic
dilemma of social distance regulation that is vividly illustrated by
Schopenhauer’s (1851/1989) well-known ‘porcupine parable’: On
a cold day a group of porcupines huddles together in search of
warmth; yet the closer they move together, the more they hurt
each other with their spines. As a result, they veer away from
each other until the need for warmth prevails and they search
each other’s company again. Now this “primordial conflict of
intimacy and autonomy” (Bischof, 1975, p. 1) is not only inherent
in porcupines, but also in humans and other social animals.
Moreover, the basic dilemma of social motivation has always been
an inexhaustible source of inspiration for artistic production:
Apart from leaving its universal mark on fairy tales and world
mythology (Campbell, 1949; Bischof, 2004), it is the stuff of
poems, novels, and theater plays, as well as pop music, films, and
daily soaps. We therefore make a case that dynamics of social
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motivation are key to understanding the changes in aesthetic
appreciation on a cultural, an individual, and a situational level.
For the sake of clarity, we devise our model in a stepwise approach
starting with the four basic components of the Zurich Model
of Social Motivation (Bischof, 1975, 1993, 2001). In a second
instance, we introduce the concepts of self-efficacy (Bandura,
1977) and regulatory focus (Higgins, 1998) to the model. In doing
this we shall point out how each of these variables can be related
to concepts and findings from empirical aesthetics. Finally, we
hypothesize how needs for intimacy and autonomy modulate
aesthetic preferences based on two scenarios.

Zurich Model of Social Motivation
The Zurich Model of Social Motivation by Bischof (1975, 1993,
2001) is a comprehensive systems theory of social distance
regulation in humans and other social animals, including
porcupines. Its key proposition reads that human attachment
behavior is hinged upon two antagonistic motives for intimacy
and autonomy. According to Bischof, it takes at least three
different motivational systems to deal with the complex
requirements of social distance regulation comprehensively: an
arousal system, a security system, and an autonomy system.
In addition, he postulated an auxiliary system—the coping
system—that only ‘kicks in’ if one of the other subsystems is
blocked by an obstacle (Schneider, 2001). Since requirements
of social motivation vary across the lifespan—attachment and
protection are vital for the newborn, while autonomy and
exploration are of utmost concern to the adolescent—the model
also has developmental implications. In the following, the role
of each subsystem is described and the close interrelations with
concepts and findings from empirical aesthetics are pointed
out. We start with the two subsystems that figure most
prominently in early infancy: the arousal and the security
system.

Arousal System
The arousal system monitors and regulates an individual’s current
level of activation. Arousal refers to an unspecific activation
pattern of the sympathetic nervous system that accompanies
“interest, fascination, curiosity, as well as feelings of alarm or fear”
(Schneider, 2001, p. 10122). It is based on the assumption that any
unfamiliar event will provoke a (startle) response: When we walk
the streets alone at night and suddenly notice the silhouette of
a tall stranger, our heartbeat quickens involuntarily. Apart from
enhancing our responsiveness to unexpected and potentially
unpleasant encounters, the arousal system is also responsible
for maintaining a level of basic activation. Whether the current
state of activation is agreeable or not, depends on an internal
reference variable called “enterprise” (see [1] in Figure 3). The
current arousal level is continuously monitored in relation to
this set point: If activation should fall short of enterprise, an
appetence for arousal arises (see [2] in Figure 3): We are
likely to show exploratory behavior in search for something
excitingly new (curiosity). Conversely, whenever arousal exceeds
enterprise, we experience sensory overload resulting in a
temporary aversion to further collative stimulation (distress).
For the arousal system, anything unfamiliar is associated with

FIGURE 3 | Overview of variables and interrelations. Arrows with a “+”
indicate an excitatory relationship (e.g., if variable [1] is high, variable [2] is
elevated), while arrows with “–” signify an inhibitory relationship (e.g., if variable
[1] is high, variable [3] is diminished).

an increase in arousal. Thus, its activity is highest when a
high-ranking adult stranger is approaching. The easiest way to
maintain an agreeable level of arousal is to adjust one’s physical
distance to this conspecific: In the case of an unexpected nightly
encounter, we could change the side of the street or, should
a state of curiosity prevail, walk toward the person and say
hello.

The arousal system reflects a basic “need for exploration”
(Lorenz, 1943) that has been related to a wide variety of
universal cultural phenomena such as game, competition, and
humor. Moreover, it has been argued that curiosity and
exploratory behavior form the motivational basis for creating
and responding to art (Dissanayake, 1990). In Aesthetics and
Psychobiology, Berlyne (1971) devised a psychobiological model
of aesthetics that draws on the same homeostatic concept
of arousal management as the Zurich Model: By assuming
that the hedonic quality of an artwork lies in its arousal
potential, Berlyne postulated a positive link between the
aesthetic appeal of a stimulus array and its degree of novelty,
complexity, uncertainty, and ambiguity. Since random patterns
are, however, not considered aesthetically pleasing, liking is not
seen as a monotonically increasing function of collative stimulus
properties. According to Berlyne, the relationship between the
hedonic (i.e., aesthetic) value and the arousal potential of a
stimulus array is expected to follow an inverted u-shaped curve.
The maximum of this curve should vary, depending on a viewer’s
previous experience: For example, the more art expertise one has,
the more unlikely it is that one encounters something surprisingly
new and discrepant. By stating that aesthetic appeal is a function
of arousal potential, Berlyne’s notion of aesthetics is perfectly in
line with the core values of avant-garde art: novelty and change.
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This emphasis on novelty and conflict, however, disregards
aesthetic pleasure associated with fluent processing. Especially,
the popular success of kitsch and a widespread indifference
toward Modern art cast doubt on Berlyne’s claims. A second
motivational system is needed to account for the “warm glow of
familiarity” and conventional harmony.

Security System
Probably the most important variable for attachment behavior
is security (Bowlby, 1969). It can be defined as a feeling of
warmth and protection that is instilled by the presence of familiar
and trustworthy individuals (Schneider, 2001). Security hereby
combines notions of intimacy and safety. Therefore, the security
system regulates a need for safety (see [3] in Figure 3) as well
as a need for relatedness (see [4] in Figure 3). Otherwise, it
works analogously to the arousal system: In the case of the
security system the reference variable is called “dependency”
(see [5] in Figure 3). Yet in contrast to the arousal system,
activity of the security system peaks whenever a familiar and
relevant conspecific is close (e.g., during infancy this is typically
one’s primary caregiver). Our notion of security is continuously
monitored with regard to this set point: “As long as dependency
exceeds security, needs for safety and relatedness are maintained.
This induces the subject to show attachment behavior, that is, to
reduce the distance to a person who is able to provide security.
The opposite situation, frequently encountered in puberty,
results in an aversion against security and consequently in an
avoidance of familiar persons (surfeit behavior)” (Schneider,
2001, p. 10122).

The security system of the Zurich Model accounts for a large
body of research on attachment behavior inspired by the seminal
works of John Bowlby (1969). Also with reference to Bowlby’s
attachment theory, Dissanayake (2015) has made a case that “the
close early interactions between infants and their caretakers are
the prototypes for what will become our later experiences of
love, allegiance, art, and other forms of self-transcendence” (p.
7). In Art and Intimacy, she argued that human sensibility for
aesthetic experience arises from our extraordinary responsiveness
to social cues that in turn results from the vital significance of
attachment in early infancy. From an evolutionary perspective
it must be inherently pleasurable to care for a baby and
to establish and maintain close social bonds between babies
and their primary care-givers (e.g., physiologically triggered by
oxytocin release or perceptually by the baby scheme). Conversely,
it is of vital interest to the baby to memorize the individual
characteristics (e.g., sound of the voice, smell, facial features)
of the people it frequently engages with (Bischof-Köhler, 2006).
Since there is no possibility for a newborn baby to identify
its biological parents among other adults, frequent exposure
(i.e., familiarity) seems the best estimate. The more often an
individual is around, the more likely it is a caring, trustworthy
kin. It is therefore quite reasonable to assume that a general
preference for familiar stimuli (Zajonc, 1968) originates in a
hard-wired heuristic equating familiarity with safety (Smith,
2000; Zajonc, 2001) and relatedness. Due to its vital importance,
especially during infancy, this mechanism is not limited to
conspecifics; it also spills over onto places (e.g., one’s birthplace)

or inanimate objects (e.g., heirloom, keepsakes, talismans, and
souvenirs).9 In several respects, kitsch actually seems to mimic the
characteristics of familiar and trustworthy conspecifics, typically
represented by primary caregivers: It is familiar, unambiguous,
and elicits positive emotions (e.g., mother with child, baby
scheme).

In a now classical textbook of psychology, Titchener (1910)
wrote that recognition of familiar stimuli is associated with “a
glow of warmth, a sense of ownership, a feeling of intimacy, a
sense of being at home,” (p. 408) as well as feelings of ease and
comfort. This definition is well in line with the hypothesis that
familiarity is an ecologically valid cue for safety (Smith, 2000;
Zajonc, 2001) and that “positive affect is [therefore] integral to
the implicit feeling of familiarity” (Garcia-Marques and Mackie,
2001, p. 241). Research on the so-called “mere-exposure effect”
(Zajonc, 1968) shows that liking is positively correlated with
exposure rates; a finding which is not limited to the visual domain
but expands to other modalities as well (haptics; Jakesch and
Carbon, 2012). In a cross-cultural study on kitsch, a positive
interrelation between self-transcendence and liking of decorative
everyday objects was found (Ortlieb et al., 2017). Another rating
study using the same stimulus material in combination with the
Motive Profile Following the Zurich Model (MPZM; Schönbrodt
et al., 2009) showed that decorative day-to-day objects were
perceived as less kitschy and more likable by participants who
valued security over arousal (Vlasova et al., 2018). As already
mentioned by Bischof (2001), the security system also forms the
psychobiological basis for xenophobia. According to the Zurich
Model, a need for security is inherently related to an aversion
of arousal. Since unfamiliar conspecifics constitute a source of
arousal, a need for security will inevitably increase likeliness
for xenophobic reactions (e.g., fear of strangers in infancy).
Interestingly, this ambivalence is also found in kitsch that readily
lends itself to right-wing propaganda (Friedländer, 1985/2007).
Schmidt (1994), for example, observed that “something in kitsch
refers to homeland and familiarity, a need which cannot be
rejected, but which has to be mistrusted” (p. 143).

Autonomy System
Autonomy refers to freedom from external control
(independence) and the capacity to act in accordance with
one’s own rules and principles (self-determination). Since
dependency upon adult caretakers is very high throughout
childhood it is not until early adolescence that the third
motivational system—the autonomy system—comes into play.
To what extent we aspire autonomy (or avoid it) is determined
by the autonomy system and its reference variable “autonomy
claim,” (see [6] in Figure 3) which “is closely related to the
power and the achievement motives, as well as the need for
prestige and an aspiration for self-confidence” (Schneider, 2001,
p. 10123). The autonomy system receives its input from a
different source than the other two systems. A person’s autonomy
claim increases with his or her notion of achievement: When we
succeed in solving problems and obtain other people’s admiration

9As Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) pointed out “the words familiar
and family are both derived from the Latin word familia, which included the kin
as well as household possessions” (p. 185).
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or acknowledgments our notion of self-confidence increases
(Schneider, 2001). The Zurich Model posits that whenever
“individuals feel an appetence for autonomy, they are assumed to
behave assertively by becoming threatening, demanding, or even
aggressive. In the opposite case, if individuals have too much
autonomy and feel aversive, they will show submissive behaviors
such as behaving humbly or servilely” (p. 10123). Among the
three subsystems of the Zurich Model, the autonomy system
takes an exceptional position. Its reference variable (autonomy
claim) modulates the set points of the other two subsystems
(dependency and enterprise) in that it inhibits dependency and
enhances enterprise: If self-confidence is diminished, autonomy
claim will also be reduced. As a consequence, needs for safety
and relatedness stand a good chance to prevail over a need
for arousal. In the opposite case, whenever autonomy claim is
increased due to a high level of self-efficacy, a need for arousal
is likely to arise, while needs for safety and relatedness are tuned
down. Interestingly, Bischof (2001) assumes that the activity of
the autonomy system is inhibited during infancy and that its
reference variable (autonomy claim) peaks during puberty. Thus,
if aesthetic appreciation is related to an urge for autonomy, we
would expect a preference for arousing stimuli to be particularly
pronounced among adolescents.

From an art historian’s point of view, autonomy is a key
concept to modern aesthetics. On the whole, the historical avant-
garde has been described as an emancipatory movement aiming
for a “breakup of traditional aesthetic authority” (Cǎlinescu,
1987, p. 4). Inspired by Kant’s (1790/1951) distinction between
free beauty (freie Schönheit) and dependent beauty (anhängende
Schönheit), modern artists struggle for an individual diction and
against the aesthetic conventions of the past.10 In the second half
of the 19th century this autonomy claim became manifest in the
unprecedented idea of art for art’s sake as well as in alternative
art institutions such as the Societé des Artiste Indépendants
in Paris or the Viennese Secession. This detachment from
normative constraints also redefines the role of the perceiver,
who is now expected to maintain a critical distance instead of
readily indulging in beauty and harmony. As has been pointed
out before, the derogatory label of kitsch plays a significant
role in intergenerational conflict: Artists and spectators who
expressed “nostalgic feelings about the lost ancient ideal of
beauty” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 4) risked to be scorned as “Kitschiers”
(Avenarius, 1920, p. 222).

Self-Efficacy
In the previous section it has been stated that the set point of the
autonomy system (autonomy claim) is positively linked to one’s
personal sense of achievement and competence. For conceptual
clarity, we identify this variable with self-efficacy (see [7] in
Figure 3). Following Bandura’s (1977) classical definition, self-
efficacy refers to the extent of a person’s confidence in his or her
own ability to complete tasks, solve problems, and achieve goals.
Usually, notions of self-efficacy vary across different situations
depending on a person’s skills and his or her previous experience

10According to Dettmar and Küpper (2007), the Kantian opposition of free and
dependent beauty can be seen as one of the precursor concepts of the dichotomy of
art and kitsch.

with certain tasks. Perceived self-efficacy is generally higher
in familiar, non-threatening situations than in unfamiliar and
potentially threatening ones. According to our model, different
notions of self-efficacy have a direct bearing on a person’s
autonomy claim: Whenever we enjoy a high sense of competence
and achievement, we are likely to feel more self-determined and
thus less dependent on others.

How does self-efficacy affect aesthetic preferences? If self-
efficacy is positively linked to the reference variable of the
autonomy system (autonomy claim), which, in turn, defines the
set points of the security (dependency) and the arousal system
(enterprise), then it should also modulate aesthetic preferences
for conventional, clear-cut, and benign stimuli, or original,
indeterminate, and ambivalent ones, respectively. Findings by
Muth et al. (2017a) suggest that “[t]he experience of ambivalent
images is strongly linked to mood and self-efficacy” (p. 307):
Muth and her colleagues observed that participants rated artistic
photographs with highly ambivalent content more positively, if
they had received encouraging feedback on a previous puzzle
task.

In one of the above sections (Why Is Kitsch Considered
Worthless?) we have found that art expertise plays an eminent
role when it comes to judgments of taste. Art expertise can be
interpreted as a task-related component of self-efficacy in that
it gives us the feeling that we can account for our aesthetic
judgments based on valid criteria. As mentioned before, there is
substantial empirical evidence that art expertise tends to increase
people’s preference for stimuli which stand out from their
previous experience. Based on a review of studies on perceptual
choices in artists with non-artists, McWhinnie (1968) concluded
that “[i]ndividuals with training in art seem to prefer the more
complex figures; whereas, those without training prefer the
simple figures” (p. 373). Concordantly, Stojilović and Marković
(2014) observed that art lectures increase appreciation of abstract
paintings and with regard to music, Smith and Melara (1990)
found that music graduate students preferred atypical harmonic
progressions, while novices favored music with conventional
harmonies. Palmer and Griscom (2013) also examined
preferences for conventional harmony using four different
sets of stimuli (color, shape, spatial location, and music). They
reported that individual preferences for harmony were highly
correlated across these domains. Yet this initial preference for
harmonious stimuli “decreased consistently with training in the
relevant aesthetic domain” (p. 453). As a task-related component
of self-efficacy, art expertise clearly seems to elevate people’s
aesthetic standards with regard to complexity and originality.

Theoretically, one’s current level of art expertise defines
the anchor point on a continuous dimension connecting the
polar opposites of easy-to-process aesthetic objects (kitsch) and
difficult-to-process ones (avant-garde art). The more art expertise
we command, the closer our anchor point will be to the avant-
garde pole and vice versa. Wherever our frame of (p)reference
may be located on this dimension, we expect to observe the
following dynamics relative to this individual anchor point:
Prevalent needs for safety and relatedness will shift the aesthetic
comfort zone away from the initial set point into the direction
of the kitsch pole, while needs for arousal and autonomy will
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push it toward the avant-garde pole. In the following we make
a case that these tendencies should be particularly pronounced,
whenever the default mechanism of social distance regulation is
unavailable to us and we have to deal with anxiety (or boredom)
symbolically.

Coping System
“Kitsch is the quickest means of reconciling oneself to

circumstances”
(Schmidt, 1994, p. 141)

How do we accommodate needs for security and arousal when
physical distance regulation is ruled out? Often we cannot simply
walk away from a source of distress (or tedium) and when we
feel miserable there is no guarantee that friends and relatives
are available to comfort us. Should physical distance regulation
be blocked by an obstacle, the auxiliary system of the Zurich
Model comes into play. The so-called coping system serves as a
kind of toolbox for emergency situations. It contains three sets of
reactions: aggression, supplication, and invention.

Aggression and supplication are probably the most primordial
responses to critical situations. Supplication means that one turns
to another person for help. This is the first and one of the most
effective coping strategies (apart from invention): A baby, for
example, has no choice but to send out supplication signals to its
care-givers. Thanks to the aforementioned baby scheme and the
corresponding innate releasing mechanism, supplication signals
are in fact inscribed in the baby’s bodily appearance promoting
caretaking behavior and inhibiting aggression (Zebrowitz, 1997).
In early infancy, it is mainly the primary care-givers who
provide a safe and optimally stimulating environment: Either
by preventing overstimulation or by engaging in lively face-
to-face interaction (Dissanayake, 2015). As soon as an infant
is capable of crawling, however, it starts to self-regulate needs
for arousal and security via locomotion and eye-contact with
its caregivers. Finally, with language acquisition toddlers learn
that symbols and signs may serve as safety signals. Symbols
carrying cultural or idiosyncratic meaning offer new possibilities
to deal with trying situations: For example, it is through rituals,
talismans, keepsakes, and lucky charms that people bolster
their notions of security and achievement. Many objects we
find on office desks bespeak these two needs: Family photos
convey feelings of affection as they emulate the people dearest
to us, while sport trophies and diplomas work as a source of
pride and self-confidence by reminding us of past achievements
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Norman, 2004; Csikszentmihalyi and
Rochberg-Halton, 1981). According to Fischer et al. (2018), there
is preliminary indication that people with different anxiety-
related coping styles respond differently to everyday things:
Participants with little confidence in their own abilities who
claimed to be rather intolerant of uncertainty and highly vigilant
about threatening information (sensitizers) rated decorative
objects more likable and less kitschy than participants who
overestimated their abilities and habitually avoid or deny
threatening cues (repressors). This complementary preference
pattern in sensitizers and repressors directs our attention to the
final component of our model: regulatory focus.

Regulatory Focus
A systems theoretical approach to dynamics of aesthetic liking
implicates that aesthetic evaluation is somehow goal directed and
therefore regulated by feedback-controlled processes. Regulatory
Focus Theory by Higgins (1998) proposes a fundamental
distinction between two motivational orientations: One directing
us toward preventing threats (prevention focus) and another
one that promotes opportunities for growth and achievement
(promotion focus). A prevention focus clearly reflects a need for
safety in that it increases our sensitivity to possible threats in our
environment. Besides, it motivates us to protect and maintain
our present knowledge structures. By contrast, a promotion focus
is rooted in a need for learning and achievement that closely
resembles an appetence for arousal (curiosity): It increases our
sensitivity to opportunities rather than to potential risks. Thus, a
promotion focus entails the urge to extend or at least modify one’s
present knowledge.

How does regulatory focus relate to aesthetic liking?
Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008) have distinguished
between “mild aesthetic pleasure associated with simple or
familiar objects [and a] more intense pleasure associated with
complex or novel objects” (p. 305). Inspired by Kant’s (1790/1951)
opposition of dependent and free beauty they claimed that
these two forms of aesthetic pleasure can be differentiated in
terms of regulatory focus and corresponding epistemic goals:
“Pretty, fluently processed stimuli implicate prevention goals
that maintain and project knowledge. Beautiful, novel stimuli
implicate promotion goals that reshape and expand knowledge”
(Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell, 2008, p. 305). Apparently,
this distinction fits squarely to the concepts of kitsch and
Modern art advocated in the present article: Kitsch, it seems,
is designed to please prevention goals, while avant-garde art
promises promotion goal attainment. There is also empirical
evidence that regulatory focus modulates aesthetic liking of easy-
to-process stimuli. In an experiment by Freitas et al. (2005)
the motivational context in which people experienced fluent
processing was manipulated. One group of participants was
instructed to describe strategies for the attainment of good health,
good grades, and financial success (promotion condition), while
another group was asked to generate strategies for avoiding
health problems as well as academic and financial failure
(prevention condition). Subsequently, all participants evaluated
images of affectively neutral, everyday objects that were presented
either with matching (fluent stimuli) or mismatching (non-
fluent stimuli) contour primes. As a result, only participants
from the prevention condition showed a preference for easy-to-
process stimuli. Together with findings from another concordant
study these results amounted to the conclusion that “safety
connotations of familiarity are valued in relation to one’s current
motivational orientation” (p. 642). It seems that hedonic value
of fluent processing is moderated by contextual factors as well
as by initial stimulus valence (Albrecht and Carbon, 2014). Since
we have claimed that immediate identifiability is one of the most
important assets of kitsch, we expect that regulatory focus and
appreciation of kitsch are dynamically interrelated. In the next
section, we take a closer look at the system dynamics.
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Dynamics of Aesthetic Appreciation
Finally, the variables of our model are compiled and
their dynamic interplay is described on the basis of two
complementary scenarios. For each scenario additional empirical
evidence is presented to elaborate on this dynamic approach to
aesthetic liking.

Scenario I: Familiarity Breeds Contempt
Figure 4 illustrates the system dynamics for a familiar and
non-threatening situation. Whenever the environment is safe
and predictable, people feel more self-sufficient as they enjoy
a higher level of self-efficacy. Under such conditions, the
reference variables of the autonomy system (autonomy claim)
and the arousal system (enterprise) are increased, while the
reference variable of the security system (dependency) is tuned
down. Given these parameters, an appetence for arousal easily
overrules needs for safety and relatedness. Consequently, the
model predicts a promotion focus, which means that a person is
motivated to reshape and extend his or her previous knowledge
(curiosity). With regard to aesthetic liking, this person’s frame of
preference is also expected to move away from the initial anchor
point into the direction of the avant-garde pole: He or she should
show more interest in novel, complex, and ambiguous stimuli
promising new insights (Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell, 2008);
i.e., qualities typically found in avant-garde art and cutting-edge
design. In effect, there is empirical indication for a concordant
interrelation between feelings of safety and the appreciation of
innovative design (Carbon et al., 2013).

What happens if we fail to attain a promotion goal, because
we encounter familiar easy-to-process stimuli instead? According

FIGURE 4 | System dynamics in a familiar and non-threatening situation.
Arrows with a “+” indicate an excitatory relationship (e.g., if variable [1] is high,
variable [2] is elevated), while arrows with “–” signify an inhibitory relationship
(e.g., if variable [1] is high, variable [3] is diminished).

to Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008), we are likely to
experience boredom or even dejection since “failure to attain
promotion goals leads to low-arousal, negative emotions because
when a gain is unrealized, there is an absence of novelty—we
are left with what we have, with what we know” (p. 317). When
we seek for accomplishment and encounter nothing but perfectly
conventional aesthetic objects with a strong emotional charge, we
dispraise of them as kitsch. In a series of experiments De Vries
et al. (2010) used self-reports and psychophysiological measures
to explore whether cognitive and affective responses to familiar
stimuli are modulated by mood. Participants were instructed
to describe either a happy, or a sad autobiographical memory,
before responding to a set of familiar (i.e., prototypical) and
unfamiliar (i.e., non-prototypical) visual patterns. Participants in
a sad mood showed a preference for familiar patterns. This was,
however, not the case for participants in a happy mood: Although
prototypical patterns were rated as more familiar, they were not
valued more positively. From this study De Vries et al. (2010)
concluded that“[i]f mood signals a safe environment, familiarity
loses its glow” (p. 325). However, these findings also suggest that
the opposite is the case when people feel troubled.

Scenario II: Home Sweet Home
Imagine a group of pupils about to take their final exams. Some
have brought stuffed animals or other lucky charms with them
and placed them on their desk. The mere presence of these
familiar and trusted objects seems to ease their inner tension
in the face of a highly relevant and thus potentially threatening
situation. Figure 5 shows the predicted system dynamics for such
a trying situation: Under unfamiliar, uncertain, and potentially

FIGURE 5 | System dynamics in an unfamiliar and potentially threatening
situation. Arrows with a “+” indicate an excitatory (e.g., if variable [1] is high,
variable [2] is elevated), while arrows with “–” signify an inhibitory relationship
(e.g., if variable [1] is high, variable [3] is diminished).
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threatening conditions self-efficacy expectations are reduced.
One’s autonomy claim is tuned down as one feels more vulnerable
and dependent on others. With needs for safety and relatedness
coming to the foreground, an aversion for arousal arises.
Cognitively, this state is characterized by a prevention focus,
implying a motivation to maintain and protect one’s previous
knowledge (nostalgia). Accordingly, people’s aesthetic comfort
zone will shift away from the initial set point toward the kitsch-
pole; we thus expect people to become more susceptible to
the familiar, clear-cut, and comforting properties of aesthetic
objects they might otherwise dispraise as overly sentimental and
consoling. Two experiments showed that decorative everyday
objects were rated less kitschy, after participants had reflected on
their own mortality (Raab et al., 2015; Ortlieb et al., 2016a).

What if we are confronted with strange, difficult-to-process
aesthetic objects in pursuit of a prevention goal? Presumably,
this causes a state of irritation and uneasiness due to an
excessive increase in arousal. Feeling somewhat “lost in a chaos of
sound and rhythms, colors and lines, without rhyme or reason”
(Bourdieu, 1979/1984, p. 2), we expect the perceiver’s openness
and affection for avant-garde art to be diminished. Accordingly,
Landau et al. (2006) observed a more pronounced distaste
for Modern artworks—representational and abstract paintings—
in participants with a high need for cognitive structure after
mortality concerns had been induced.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

“How does common taste change? Through
individuals—powerful, influential, and without any sense of

shame—who announce and tyrannically enforce [...] the
judgment of their taste and disgust”

(Nietzsche, 1882/2001, p. 56)

The aim of the present paper is to show that dynamics in
aesthetic liking are synchronized with a basic mechanism of social
distance regulation that has evolved in social living animals to
reconcile needs for safety and intimacy with needs for arousal
and autonomy. We believe that it is this constant tension between
attachment and detachment that creates emotional involvement
and shapes the ‘ups and downs’ in interpersonal relationships as
well as in aesthetic experiences. In modern Western aesthetics
this conflict between tradition and innovation has produced
the particularly clear-cut dichotomy of kitsch and avant-garde
art that can be mapped onto two complementary streams of
research in empirical aesthetics: Hedonic fluency (e.g., Reber
et al., 2004) and cognitive mastery (e.g., Leder et al., 2004).
Our model posits that preference for the one or the other is
driven by needs for secure relatedness (nostalgia), respectively
self-determined exploration (curiosity): Whenever we feel safe
and self-sufficient, an appetence for excitingly new, complex, and
ambiguous stimuli arises (art). By contrast, whenever we feel
vulnerable and dependent, an aversion toward arousal emerges
and we develop an appetence for safety and relatedness, which
makes us susceptible to the warm glow of familiar, clear-cut,
and benign stimuli (kitsch). According to our model, aesthetic

preferences are thus moderated by notions of autonomy that are,
in turn, enhanced by expectations of self-efficacy.

The role of social forces in the dynamics of aesthetic
appreciation is not without controversy. In The Clockwork Muse
Martindale (1990) made a strong case that artistic change is stifled
rather than inspired by social influences. Instead, he pointed out
that some intrinsic pressure for novelty and distinction shapes
individual artistic careers and trends. According to Martindale,
this balance wheel works against “social forces [which] are
analogous to friction, in that they impede or slow down the
progress of an artistic tradition” (pp. 34–35). At first glance,
this may sound contradictory to the approach advocated in
the present article. But in fact, Martindale’s remarks nicely
summarize an essential aspect of our model by assuming a
perpetual conflict between needs for autonomy and affiliation
on an individual level and between innovation and tradition
on a cultural level. Nevertheless, drawing on our model, we
dispute Martindale’s claim that artistic change would flourish in
a “social vacuum” (p. 34): Outside of a social context, there is
apparently no need to strive for autonomy and distinction. For
a person in the position of Robinson Crusoe our model predicts a
strong desire for safety and affiliation.11 Under such conditions,
we expect Mr. or Mrs. Crusoe to indulge in keepsakes and
souvenirs, rather than to contemplate on challenging artworks.
Apparently, Martindale’s view on aesthetics is strongly influenced
by a modernist concept of art emphasizing change and novelty.
His model sympathizes with the autonomous artist who bravely
struggles against an oppressive tradition in his/her quest for
a unique point of view and a distinctive artistic signature.
Due to the extraordinary efforts of exceptional individuals “the
progress of an artistic tradition” (p. 34) is maintained. With
this statement Martindale clearly refers to the “antitraditional
tradition” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 66) of Modernism. We make
a case that a modernist view has placed its mark on the
most influential theories of empirical aesthetics (Ortlieb and
Carbon, 2018). For instance, in Aesthetics and Psychobiology
Berlyne (1971) stated that collative stimulus properties such as
novelty, surprise, and ambiguity form the “essential ingredients
of art and of whatever else is aesthetically appealing” (p. viii).
Apparently, both Martindale and Berlyne committed themselves
to an “aesthetic of deviation” (Fricke, 2000), which is based
on the premise, that whatever is aesthetically pleasing has to
stand out from the beholder’s previous experience questioning
his or her normative expectations. This approach to aesthetics
certainly has its place. Yet, unfortunately, it has narrowed our
view to the perspective of the self-contained individual in the
pursuit of promotion goals and autonomy. As a consequence, the
importance of arousal for aesthetic pleasure has been overrated
in Western art-related theories (e.g., Berlyne, 1971), whereas
the role of familiarity in aesthetics for maintaining a cultural
worldview, social identity formation, and group cohesion has
been neglected (see Dissanayake, 1990). The affirmative function
of aesthetics and its social dimension has received little attention

11In the movie “Cast away” which is loosely based on Defoe’s novel, the only
survivor of an airplane crash creates a fictitious counterpart: In desperate need
for affiliation, he paints a human face onto a volleyball and maintains a social
relationship with “Mr. Wilson.”
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in empirical aesthetics. Under the influence of a “modernist”
approach to aesthetics, it seems that we have lost sight of
some highly relevant aesthetic phenomena, including the entire
field of popular aesthetics (e.g., kitsch, folk art, religious rites,
and customs). Interestingly, a complementary view upon the
arts can be found among scholars from anthropology, design
theory, and social psychology. For instance, Dissanayake (1990)
claimed that art production evolved from a collective effort
to deal with uncertainties of nature by symbolically exerting
control over it. According to Dissanayake, art attempts to make
particular things, locations, events, and behaviors special—i.e.,
more salient, pleasurable, and therefore memorable—because
they are important either for survival or social cohesion. By
turning artifacts into devotional objects, locations into sacred
places, and behaviors into rituals or customs, premodern artists
made certain objects and events stand out from everyday
experience. Yet instead of thwarting the beholder’s normative
expectations, these practices help to establish and maintain
a common worldview. Today, it seems that this affirmative
function of art still applies to various phenomena of popular
culture, particularly kitsch. In his book on Emotional Design
Norman (2004) claimed that souvenirs and keepsakes are special
to us because they refer to friends and relatives thereby evoking
pleasant memories of important episodes of our life. By instilling
us with feelings of communality and affection these artifacts may
cheer us up on a rainy day (Norman, 2004). Based on Kulka’s
(1996) definition, we have made a case that these reassuring
qualities are ideally represented by kitsch. In empirical aesthetics
the discovery of “attitudinal effects of mere exposure” by Zajonc
(1968) has inspired extensive research on the hedonic value of
processing fluency and raised awareness for the important role
of familiarity in aesthetic appreciation (Reber et al., 2004). In
social psychology, this turn away from collative variables has led
to a strikingly different understanding of art. Terror Management
Theory (TMT), for example, states that the main psychological
function of art is to provide “opportunities to bolster cultural
belief systems that provide death-transcending meaning and
significance” (Landau et al., 2010, p. 114). With reference
to Dissanayake’s (1990) ideas, TMT highlights the reassuring
function of art in “social life, including rituals to ensure success
in group ventures, rites of passage, recognition of seasonal
changes, and memorial occasions” (Landau et al., 2010, p. 115).
Consequently, the terror management approach to aesthetics
adopts a definition of art—“culturally significant meaning,
skillfully encoded in an affecting, sensuous medium” (Anderson,
1990, p. 238, quoted from Landau et al., 2010)—which is perfectly
in line with Kulka’s (1996) kitsch criteria, but seems hardly
compatible with the emancipatory aims of avant-garde art (e.g.,
Dadaism).12 In the case of TMT, scholars are primarily interested
in the effects of existential threats on aesthetic judgments. Hence,
unlike theories proposed by Martindale and Berlyne, TMT puts
special emphasis on the alienated individual (i.e., unsettled by
mortality concerns) and its needs for relatedness and meaning.

12The aim of Dadaists was to ridicule and undermine the dominant worldview
of their contemporaries, not to skillfully codify “culturally significant meaning”
(Anderson, 1990, p. 238, quoted from Landau et al., 2010).

By looking at aesthetic phenomena under a prevention focus,
it is not surprising that priority is given to the reassuring
aspects of art. A considerable body of research shows that
reminders of mortality amplify people’s—positive and negative—
aesthetic judgments (Landau et al., 2010): Artworks that appear
accessible based on the beholder’s cultural worldview are
rated more positively, whereas artworks which defy meaningful
interpretation are rated more negatively. These findings are
consistent with the basic assumption of our model that people
prefer aesthetic stimuli that allow for immediate apprehension,
whenever they feel vulnerable and dependent.

What is art for? Answers to this question obviously turn
out quite differently depending on the theoretical vantage
point: Looking at the self-contained individual, scholars tend to
emphasize an intrinsic appetence for change and novelty and
an emancipatory function of art (e.g., Berlyne, 1971; Martindale,
1990; Nietzsche, 1882/2001). By contrast, when research is
focused on the vulnerable individual, special emphasis is placed
on needs for safety and relatedness. As a result, the reassuring
function of art is put forward. Clearly, each of these approaches
to dynamics in aesthetic appreciation has its merits. However,
both appear one-sided as they presuppose different motivational
states (i.e., different regulatory foci) in the observer, respectively
the artist. According to our model, these perspectives are not
mutually exclusive. In fact, they represent two sides of the
same coin: A psychobiological mechanism which has evolved
to balance needs for autonomy and intimacy in social living
animals. We claim that changes in aesthetic appreciation can
only be understood if we discriminate between two types
of aesthetic experience—a fluent and a disfluent one—which
account for these conflicting needs. Moreover, we argue that
the state of tension between them is ideally represented by
the polemic opposition of kitsch and art. Hence, the dynamics
which result from a perpetual conflict between autonomy and
relatedness modulate our motivation to engage with the one
or the other. Such dynamics are also discernible on a cultural
level regarding the relationship between kitsch and art: A
recent study by Hanquinet et al. (2014) suggests that Bourdieu’s
dichotomy of popular (based on beauty and harmony) and
highbrow aesthetics still plays an important role, although “the
content of highbrow aesthetics has changed, now privileging
‘postmodernist’ dimensions over modernist ones” (p. 111). This
change of common taste has brought about a fundamental
reevaluation of kitsch: Since the late 1960s, Pop Art and
Postmodernism have blurred the distinction of kitsch and avant-
garde art. Today, paintings and sculptures featuring prototypical
attributes of kitsch are recognized as high art (e.g., Jeff Koons).
Can our model account for this shift in aesthetic evaluation? In
an interview the former director of Tate Modern, Chris Dercon,
stated that contemporary art no longer intends to separate, shock
or polarize, but to provide guidance and relatedness: “[I]n a world
that is becoming more and more complex, which nobody can
overview, people strive for a sense of belonging” (Sebastian and
Dercon, 2014, p. 1, translation by the authors) and he predicted
that before long “we will be searching for artworks which help
us to remember. The old will become more important than the
new” (p. 2, translation by the authors). Given Dercon’s premise,
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that the world is becoming more and more confusing, our model
makes precisely the same prediction: In the face of increasing
uncertainty, we expect people to seek for the “warm glow of
familiarity” across different domains, including art.13

CONCLUSION, EXPLANATORY SCOPE,
AND FUTURE RESEARCH

So far we have made a case that seemingly contradictory
findings and theoretical concepts from various disciplines may
be reconciled, if they are related to mechanisms of social
distance regulation: By drawing on the Zurich Model of Social
Motivation (Bischof, 1975, 1993, 2001) and Regulatory Focus
Theory (Higgins, 1998) we are able to specify conditions under
which novel stimuli should become more attractive than familiar
ones and vice versa. In general, our model predicts that whatever
affects people’s notion of security and self-efficacy will yield in
a shift of regulatory focus and thus affect aesthetic judgments.
Finally, we would like to make some closing remarks on the
explanatory scope of our model and to point out possible
limitations as well as implications for future research on
dynamics of aesthetic appreciation.

First and foremost, our model suggests a dynamic
interrelation between aesthetic evaluation and critical life
events. For instance, any episode in life during which needs
for security and attachment are significantly augmented (e.g.,
couples expecting a baby) should be associated with a greater
susceptibility for familiar, easy-to-process-stimuli, whereas life
events that boost people’s sense of achievement (e.g., passing
one’s final exams) and autonomy (e.g., leaving the parental
home) should coincide with a state of increased appetence for
novelty also in the aesthetic domain. Resting on the Zurich
Model with its psychobiological foundations, our model can
account for developmental aspects such as a characteristic shift
in aesthetic taste during adolescence. Due to a general inhibition
of the autonomy system throughout infancy and a sharp increase
of its reference variable (autonomy claim) with the onset of
puberty, we expect appetence for extremely arousing imagery to
peak during adolescence. Market research on target groups of
horror films supports this assumption (see Blothner, 2004).14 Yet,
based on our model we would also expect to find a particularly
high reluctance to familiar stimuli reflecting parental taste. In
the context of inter-generational conflict, the term kitsch is
commonly used to ridicule the outdated aesthetic standards of
an older generation (Avenarius, 1920; Stemmle, 1931; Dettmar
and Küpper, 2007).

13Interestingly, contemporaneous trend analysts spoke of a “New Generation
Biedermeier” (Krüger, 2014, translation by the authors) as an increasing number
of young people valued safety and intimacy over autonomy and achievement.
According to Grünewald (2013), this withdrawal from the public into the private
sphere reflects a general tendency to escape from the growing demands of
meritocracy in a globalized world.
14Blothner’s (2004) analysis of film consumption in Germany showed that
preference for horror films was highest among (male) teenagers between 15
and 19 years. However, this fascination with horror films was reduced among
participants in their early twenties. In all other age groups older than 25 years,
the horror genre played only a marginal role.

Social motivation is one of the broad themes in research on
gender differences (Eagly and Wood, 1991; Feingold, 1994). In
a cross-cultural study including participants from 26 cultures
by Costa et al. (2001), women scored higher than men in
warmth and gregariousness, but lower in assertiveness and
excitement seeking. With reference to findings from child
development, Bischof-Köhler (2006) suggested that needs for
safety and relatedness, respectively arousal and autonomy, are
weighted differently in males and females: If this is the case,
aesthetic preferences should differ accordingly. For instance,
we would expect males and females to respond differently to
artworks with troubling content (Chamorro-Prezumic et al.,
2010; Ortlieb et al., 2016b) or certain film genres (horror
films; Blothner, 2004). In an experimental study by Wühr and
Schwarz (2016) men recalled details from action films more
accurately than women, while women excelled in recalling
content from romantic films. Interestingly, this gender gap
is not a stable phenomenon: A survey on film preferences
in older adults (aged 50+) showed that “[w]ith increasing
age, older men prefer film genres that otherwise tend to be
preferred by female viewers. Women, as they are older, tend
to increasingly prefer female film content” (Hoffmann and
Schwender, 2007, p. 473). When Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-
Halton (1981) interviewed members of 82 US-families about
their most cherished possessions, a similar pattern emerged:
In the parent’s generation, men mentioned objects which were
associated with action and/or personal achievements (e.g., tools
and trophies) more often than women, who in turn put more
emphasis on objects reflecting interpersonal relationships and/or
nurturant behavior (e.g., heirloom and plants). However, as in the
case of film preferences, these gender differences were leveled out
among older respondents: In the grandparent’s generation both
men and women stressed objects referring to memories and self-
transcendence (e.g., photos). It would certainly be worthwhile
to examine whether such long-term dynamics in gender-related
aesthetic preferences reflect changes in social motivation.

Kitsch is a truly international term (see Ortlieb et al., 2017).
However, any culture (or subculture) will place its stamp on
the innate mechanism of social motivation by putting special
emphasis on certain needs (e.g., autonomy) and by devaluing
others (Dissanayake, 2015). Thus, a cross-cultural comparison of
kitsch concepts between individualistic and more collectivistic
societies could be enlightening. According to Hofstede (2001),
members of highly individualistic cultures tend to prefer
autonomy over strong social ties. They are expected to take
care of themselves (e.g., self-made man/woman) and encouraged
to swim against the mainstream. By contrast, collectivistic
societies place special emphasis on a common worldview and
strong social bonds. Consequently, members of collectivistic
societies are expected to tune down their autonomy claim in
exchange for security and relatedness. Clearly, cross-cultural
differences in terms of collectivism and individualism touch
upon the basic variables of our model. In popular culture of
modern individualistic societies Dissanayake (2015) observed an
obsession with harmony and romantic love that have been barred
from high art. By contrast, totalitarian states can be seen as
corner cases (or grotesque caricatures) of collectivistic societies.
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Its individual members submerge in a whole, which is exclusively
dedicated to serving a higher idea. An abstract common good is
given absolute priority over any individual desire for autonomy
which is officially devalued and violently suppressed (e.g., Nazi-
propaganda slogan “You are nothing, your people is everything”).
Analyses of right- and leftwing totalitarian societies suggest
that under the influence of any collectivistic ideology artistic
production will inevitably yield in kitsch production (Greenberg,
1939; Kundera, 1984/1999; Friedländer, 1985/2007).

Apart from basic research on dynamics in aesthetic
appreciation, we are convinced that our model can inform
applied research. Social motivation is about dynamics of
attachment and detachment. Thus, our model should be of
practical use for product design (e.g., design evaluation) and
marketing (e.g., measures to establish and maintain consumer
ties). In terms of design evaluation, we can specify conditions
under which innovation is likely to be appreciated: For instance,
we recommend providing an environment in which people feel
safe and competent, if we wish for them to gratify futuristic design
(Carbon et al., 2013). By contrast, we expect uncertain contexts
(e.g., traveling a foreign country) to increase the “glow of warmth”
radiated by traditional products15 or familiar brands (e.g., Coca
ColaTM or StarbucksTM).

Certainly, our model has its limitations: Based on a systems
theoretical approach to social motivation which was originally
devised from an evolutionary, ethological, and developmental
perspective, it is only partially compatible with trait constructs
from personality research that figure prominently in empirical
aesthetics (e.g., Extraversion, Openness, Schizotypy, etc.). This
makes it difficult to relate certain findings on aesthetic

15 The city of Bamberg is located in Upper Franconia, the region with the highest
density of small, privately owned breweries in the world. From their personal
experience the authors of this paper report warm feelings of belonging, whenever
they encounter a traditional beer from these premises elsewhere.

preferences and personality to the model we have outlined.
Schönbrodt et al. (2009) have developed a set of standardized
scales for the assessment of interindividual differences in security,
arousal, power, prestige, and achievement, that is explicitly based
on the Zurich Model. In fact, content-validity of the Motive
Profile following the Zurich Model (MPZM) has been cross-
checked and approved by the author of the Zurich Model
(Schönbrodt et al., 2009). When construct validity of the MPZM
was studied in a multitrait-multimethod analysis using the
German adaptation of the NEO-Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-
FFI; Körner et al., 2002), the Multi-Motive Grid (MMG; Schmalt
et al., 2000), and the Personality Research Form (PR-D; Stumpf
et al., 1985) it only “showed convergent validity to content-
matched scales of the PR-D (r = 0.55), [but] no differentiated
relationship to the MMG, and few correlations to the NEO-FFI”
(p. 141). In a study on external validity including biographical
data, however, the MPZM outperformed both the NEO-FFI and
the MMG in terms of predictive power and incremental validity
(Schönbrodt et al., 2009). Albeit our theoretical framework is not
well-aligned with standard models of personality research, there
is first indication that the MPZM, the anxiety-related coping
inventory (ABI) by Krohne and Egloff (1999), and the General
Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE) by Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1995) make
appropriate measures for the empirical study of the model’s main
propositions (Muth et al., 2017b; Fischer et al., 2018; Vlasova
et al., 2018).
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Abstract
Although kitsch is one of the most important concepts of twentieth-century art theory,
it has gone widely unnoticed by empirical aesthetics. In this article we make a case
that the study of kitsch is of considerable heuristic value for both empirical aesthetics
and art perception. As a descriptive term, kitsch makes a perfect example of hedo-
nic fluency. In fact, the frequently invoked opposition of kitsch and art reflects two
types of aesthetic experience that can be reliably distinguished in terms of processing
dynamics: a disfluent one that promises new insights but requires cognitive elabo-
ration (art), and a fluent one that consists of an immediate, unreflective emotional
response but leaves us with what we already know (kitsch). Yet as a derogatory word,
kitsch draws our attention to a general disregard for effortless emotional gratification
in modern Western aesthetics that can be traced back to eighteenth-century Ratio-
nalism. Despite all efforts of Pop Art to embrace kitsch and to question normative
values in art, current models of aesthetic liking—including fluency-based ones—still
adhere to an elitist notion of Modern art that privileges style over content and thereby
excludes what is essential not only for popular taste and Postmodern art but also for
premodern artistic production: emotionally rich content. Revisiting Fechner’s (1876)
criticism of highbrow aesthetics we propose a new aesthetic from below (Aesthetik von
Unten) that goes beyond processing characteristics by taking content- and context-
related information into account.

Keywords
empirical aesthetics; art perception; kitsch; hedonic fluency; perceptual fluency; con-
ceptual fluency; pleasure; interest; Fechner; aesthetic from above; aesthetic from below

∗Citation: Ortlieb, S. A. & Carbon, C. C. (2019). Kitsch and perception: Towards a new
‘aesthetic from below’. Art & Perception, 7 (1), 1–26. doi: 10.1163/22134913-00001091.

1

121



1 Introduction

In his influential essay on Avant-Garde and Kitsch art critic Clement Greenberg
(1939) once expressed his wonder about the coexistence of two such irreconcil-
able things in modern Western aesthetics as a Cubist painting by Braque and a
flashy cover illustration of the Saturday Evening Post. Today, we have come to
take these disparities for granted as the line between kitsch and art has blurred:
In a show of twentieth-century art we discover action paintings by Pollock next
to comic-style pin-ups by Mel Ramos and when we leave the museum through
the gift shop we run into “art with a 100 percent, absolute and instantaneous
availability for consumption” (Benjamin, 1982/2002, p. 395): coffee mugs, um-
brellas, ball pens, and fridge magnets adorned with sunflowers by Van Gogh.
Finally, in the queue at the cash register we realize that there is a market for
these things. With Pop Art using kitsch elements and, conversely, with mer-
chandise capitalizing on iconic artworks (Hagtvedt & Patrick, 2008), kitsch has
become “one of the most bewildering and elusive categories of modern aesthet-
ics” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 232). Is there a perspective in empirical aesthetics
broad enough to deal with it? When we think of empirical aesthetics, we usu-
ally think of art perception. Alike other phenomena of popular taste, kitsch
has so far received hardly any attention. In the following, we therefore raise
the questions why one of the most important concepts of twentieth-century art
theory has been overlooked and why the study of kitsch might be of relevance
for empirical aesthetics in general and art perception in particular.

In the first section, we touch upon the origins of the word kitsch and the aes-
thetic concept it designates (Where does “kitsch” come from?). Subsequently,
a definition by Kulka (1996) is introduced and elaborated to clarify our un-
derstanding of kitsch (What is kitsch?). The third section accounts for the
mass appeal of kitsch (Why is kitsch so popular?), while section four deals with
its supposed aesthetic deficiency (Why is kitsch considered aesthetically worth-
less?). Finally, we discuss possible reasons for a persistent disregard of kitsch
in empirical aesthetics and close by renewing Fechner’s (1876) criticism of high-
brow aesthetics that led to the establishment of experimental aesthetics in the
first place.

2 Cheap Artistic Stuff: Where Does ‘Kitsch’
Come From?

This section is about the origins of the word kitsch and the aesthetic concept it
represents. According to Cǎlinescu (1987), it was in Munich between 1860 and
1880 that “kitsch” entered the jargon of painters and art dealers as a synonym
for “cheap artistic stuff” (p. 234).1 Despite its rather recent appearance, ety-
mology of the word kitsch still lies in the dark and has been subject to wildest
speculation (Kluge & Seebold, 2011).2 From his personal recollections, Avenar-
ius (1920) reported that the German “Kitsch” comes from a mispronunciation
of the English “sketch” that was widespread among artists who sold oil paint-

1The earliest written account of the word kitsch is a satirical poem by art critic Max
Bernstein (1884) making fun of a contemporary genre painting displayed at the annual show
of the Munich Art Society in 1883.

2See Cǎlinescu (1987) for a comprehensive overview of etymological theories.
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ings of poor quality as souvenirs to Anglo-American tourists visiting Bavaria’s
capital. Although Avenarius claimed to be an ear witness in the case, his the-
ory seems rather improbable as a typical German mispronunciation of “sketch”
[skEtS] does not sound similar to “kitsch” [kitS]. Derivations from other Euro-
pean languages appear equally far-fetched (e.g., the French “chic” pronounced
backwards; Kulka, 1996) since the word “kitsch” is detectable in some German
dialects before it became a label for bad taste. According to Best (1985), the
noun “Kitsch” originates in Swabian dialect where it was used to designate
scrap wood, flotsam, or crude wooden objects, while the corresponding verb
“kitschen” referred to peddling but also to carrying a heavy burden on one’s
head or by means of a back-basket. Related expressions from Alsatian dialect
(noun “Ketsch”; verb “ketschen”) support the hypothesis that the semantic field
originally comprised the content of a peddler’s carrying frame (noun “Kitsch”)
as well as the act of petty trading (verb “kitschen”). Apart from allocating the
origins of the word kitsch to local German dialects from the region where it
first appeared in its modern sense, Best’s etymological theory also touches upon
two influential socio-economic developments of the nineteenth century that have
been regarded as essential requisites of kitsch production: Industrialization and
universal literacy (Greenberg, 1939). It was with increasing literacy that mass-
produced paperbacks became a profitable trading good for haberdashers who
carried their merchandise in wooden crates or back baskets (Best, 1985). This
‘reading frenzy’ of the early 1800s also gave reason to a controversy among
writers and literary critics that forestalled some of the main tropes of the later
kitsch discourse (Schöberl, 1984; Niehaus, 2002): Pulp literature was rejected as
trivial and sentimental, produced for the sole purpose of bringing immediate af-
fection and cheap thrills in exchange for quick money. By the end of the 1920s,
the word kitsch had entered many modern languages (see Ortlieb, Stojilović,
Rutar, Fischer, & Carbon, 2017) and its context of use gradually extended be-
yond bad taste in painting and literature (Cǎlinescu, 1987): Today, it applies
to music (e.g., folk-like pop music), filmmaking (e.g., romantic love films), TV
formats (e.g., telenovelas), and gardening (e.g., garden gnomes), as well as to ar-
chitecture (e.g., fake antique columns), fashion (e.g., heart-shaped sunglasses),
furnishing (e.g., Cuckoo clocks), and interior decoration (e.g., plastic flowers).
Nevertheless, there still are some limitations to its use: For example, the word
kitsch is never applied to anything smelt, tasted or touched, although the adjec-
tives “touching” or “tasteless” may be used interchangeably.3 In the following
we clarify our understanding of kitsch by examining its preferred subjects and
stylistic devices in the visual domain.

3Certainly, a sentimental love story can be encoded and decoded using Braille alphabet.
The concept of kitsch can thus be acquired by a blind person via haptic sensations. The point
is, that the word “kitsch” is never used to describe a tactile or a haptic sensation (e.g., we do
not say “the silky texture of this heart-shaped pillow feels kitschy”). Conversely, however, the
adjective “touching” may be used as a synonym for “kitschy.” A corresponding asymmetry is
observable in the gustatory domain: Although one would never say “this cake tastes kitschy,”
the term “kitsch” itself is a “taste judgement” and “syrupy sweetness” may be used as a
metaphor to describe something “kitschy.”
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3 Anything but Art: What Is Kitsch?

Over the last one hundred years, the term kitsch has been frequently used to
contrast different notions of art (Pazaurek, 1912/2012; Greenberg, 1939; Simon-
Schäfer, 1980; Kulka, 1996). In the present section we introduce three necessary
conditions for kitsch classification, mainly proposed by philosopher Tomaš Kulka
(1996), which reliably distinguish kitsch from Modern art: (A) content charged
with positive emotions, (B) immediate identifiability of the depicted subject
matter, and (C) a perfectly conventional manner of representation. Based on
concrete examples we relate these criteria to findings from empirical aesthetics.
Furthermore, Kulka’s definition is formalized and operationalizations for the
empirical study of kitsch are derived.

Emotionally rich content. Whether something is regarded as kitsch largely
depends on its content. Certain themes and subjects are simply more evocative
of kitsch than others (Simon-Schäfer, 1980). What do they have in common?
According to Greenberg (1939), kitsch prefers the “lowest common denomina-
tors of experience” (p. 16) such as love, birth, family, and nostalgia. In addi-
tion to these universal themes of human existence, Pazaurek (1912/2012) men-
tioned patriotic feelings (Hurrakitsch) and devotional sentiments as shared by
the supporters of a sports club, an ideology, or a religious confession (Devotion-
alienkitsch). More specifically, Kulka (1996) claimed that “[t]he subject matter
typically depicted by kitsch is generally considered to be beautiful (horses, long-
legged women), pretty (sunsets, flowers, Swiss villages), cute (puppies, kittens),
and/or highly emotionally charged (mothers with babies, children in tears)” (p.
26). In perfect agreement with Simon-Schäfer (1980) and others, Kulka (1996)
arrived at the conclusion that kitsch generally requires a theme or a subject
matter that will “spontaneously trigger an unreflective emotional response” (p.
26) and that whatever adds to the emotional charge of a subject matter, will
also increase its potential to provoke kitsch classification. According to this
premise, the theme Mother and Child (Fig. 1A) should make a particularly
gratifying kitsch subject. Firstly, because it alludes to basic needs for security
and nurturance and is therefore universally understood (Dissanayake, 2015) and
secondly, as it can be tailored to the yearnings and sentiments of a more specific
target group: Simply by adding nimbuses, mother and child will be identified
as Virgin Mary and Baby Jesus (Fig. 1B) and the image will tap into the emo-
tionally rich associations of religious Roman-Catholics. In Bavarian Catholics
it is even likely to arouse patriotic feelings since the Mother of God is officially
recognized Patrona Bavariae (Kreiml & Neumann, 2017).

Apart from a contentwise enrichment of the theme Mother and Child (e.g.,
Mother of God), Figures 1A and 1B illustrate two stylistic devices that will
add to its emotional charge by bringing conventional beauty and cuteness into
play: the beauty-in-averages-effect (Halberstadt, 2006) and the baby scheme
(Lorenz, 1943). In both figures the mother is not portrayed as an individual
person; instead her facial features represent a perfectly prototypical female face.
Most likely, this manner of representation will add to the emotional impact of
the depicted subject matter, since facial averageness is positively associated
with judgements of attractiveness, good health, and desirable personality traits
(Fink, Neave, Manning, & Grammer, 2006). With “a head large in relation to
the body, eyes set low in the head, a large protruding forehead, round protrud-
ing cheeks, a plump rounded body shape, short thick extremities, [and a] soft
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Figure 1: Mother and Child as a universal kitsch subject (A) and Mary, Mother
of Jesus as a devotional modification of this theme (B). Drawings adapted by
first author.

body surface” (Morreall & Loy, 1989, p. 68) the two babies ideally represent the
well-known “baby scheme” (Lorenz, 1943). As part of an innate releasing mech-
anism for nurturing behavior this set of physical features in babies and toddlers
is universally understood. Besides, attracting the perceiver’s attention, it will
reliably elicit a spontaneous affective response that enhances care-taking behav-
ior and deters aggression (Zebrowitz, 1997). Responsiveness to this pattern is in
fact so strong, that immediate affection also strikes us when we detect it in other
mammalian infants (e.g., puppies and kittens). In kitsch one typically finds ex-
aggerated versions of the baby scheme with an excessively large head and big
round eyes. The use of such supernormal key stimuli makes juvenile features
even more salient and further increases likeliness of a spontaneous emotional
response (Ramachandran & Hirstein, 1999, peak-shift principle).

Positive valence. Does kitsch draw on highly emotional content per se?
Disturbing and saddening events such as illness, death, loss, and separation
also form part of the human condition and images of snakes or spiders may
reliably trigger strong feelings of fear and disgust due to a ‘hard-wired’ response
mechanism (Hoehl, Hellmer, Johansson, & Gredebäck, 2017). In spite of their
strong emotional charge, these themes and subjects do not work for kitsch.
According to Kulka (1996), kitsch “avoid[s] all unpleasant or disturbing features
of reality, leaving us only with those we can easily cope with and identify with”
(p. 27). Although he agrees that the affective palette of kitsch is confined
to positive emotions, his first precondition does not exclude negative emotional
content. We therefore suggest to make a slight but significant modification: First
and foremost, kitsch requires a subject matter with a positive emotional charge.
On a rough two-dimensional scheme, emotional states can be described in terms
of valence (how positive or aversive does it feel?) and arousal (how activating
or deactivating does it feel?). Although limited in terms of valence, it seems
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unspecific with regard to activation: It may cheer us up on a rainy day or calm
us dawn when we feel upset (Norman, 2004). By confining kitsch to agreeable
content, we are able to distinguish an unadulterated heartwarming response to
kitsch from the more complex aesthetic experience of being moved (Menninghaus
et al., 2015), that is characterized by mixed emotions (Weth, Raab, & Carbon,
2015) including physiological markers for negative affect (Wassiliwizky, Koelsch,
Wagner, Jacobsen, & Menninghaus, 2017).

Identifiability. Is positive emotional content sufficient for kitsch classifica-
tion? Certainly not. After all, many acclaimed artists deal with the most
agreeable aspects of human existence. The celebrated sculptor Henry Moore,
for example, has created an extensive series of works dedicated to the subject of
Mother and Child (Fig. 2). In spite of their heartwarming subject, these works
are recognized as icons of modern sculpture. Yet, unlike the makers of the pre-
vious versions of Mother and Child (Fig. 1 A/B), Moore chooses a manner of
representation that makes it very difficult for us to identify what is depicted.
Without the descriptive title Reclining Mother and Child the perceiver would
be absolutely clueless. It is even with this piece of information that Moore’s
sculpture persistently defies categorization.

Figure 2: Henry Moore (1961): Reclining Mother and Child. Drawing adapted
by first author.

Even the most touching subject will not release an unreflective positive re-
sponse, unless it is fairly recognizable. Kulka (1996) therefore claims that “in-
stant and effortless identifiability of the depicted subject matter” (p. 29) is the
second sine qua non for kitsch classification. But how can immediate identifi-
ability be attained? First of all, one should refrain from any inventive manner
of depiction which is sure to spoil the intended unreflective emotional response.
A Cubist style interpretation of Maternity (Fig. 3A), for example, that dis-
solves the subject into disparate patches of paint or plaster will certainly impair
instant recognition and Gestalt detection (Muth, Pepperell, & Carbon, 2013).
Thus, with regard to formal aspects, kitsch prefers conventional realism to any
kind of idiosyncratic rendering or even indeterminate display (Muth & Carbon,
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2016). Apart from non-figurative works of art, still countless celebrated art-
works come to mind that are perfectly compliant with Kulka’s first and second
preconditions. At this point, we have to clarify what we mean by “art,” in order
to further specify what we mean by “kitsch”.

Conventionality. In 1920 the artist Paul Klee famously wrote that “[a]rt does
not reproduce the visible; rather, it makes visible” (Klee quoted from Chipp,
1968, p. 182). This idea—that artworks transform the way we see the world,
instead of faithfully imitating it—has been expressed in many different ways by
scholars and artists alike: Goodman (1984), for instance, remarked that “[w]hen
we leave an exhibition of the works of an important person, the world we step
into is not the one we left when we went in; we see everything in terms of those
works” (p. 192). How does art bring about such changes? Through an uncon-
ventional rendering of a familiar subject, artists like Moore (Fig. 2) and Villon
(Fig. 3A) deliberately “complicate [. . . ] what is presented to us so that we must
see it, not merely recognize it in the routine habitual way of ordinary experi-
ence” (Dissanayake, 1990, pp. 69–70). Likewise, Shklovsky (1917/2002) spoke
of the dishabituation function of art: It challenges our perceptual routines by
breaking up the familiar and acquainting us with the unusual. Recent empirical
findings support these notions by showing that appreciation increases, if specta-
tors report insight moments while engaging with ambiguous stimuli (Aesthetic
Aha; Muth & Carbon, 2013) or artworks that allow for multiple interpretations
(Semantic Instability ; Muth & Carbon, 2016). Moreover, there is preliminary
indication that artworks with distinguishing stylistic features transform the way
we see the world by readjusting the viewer’s perceptual system (Carbon, 2011):
In a study by Carbon, Leder, and Ditye (2007) participants adapted their face
prototypes to elongated faces in portraits by Amedeo Modigliani, while a com-
plementary style-related adaptation effect was observed for the excessively round
proportions in artworks by Fernando Botero. It seems that, after looking at por-
traits by Modigliani or Botero for some time, people literally “see everything
in terms of these works” (Goodman, 1984, p. 192). However, artworks may
also challenge our mental representations on a semantic level. The painting
The Blessed Virgin Chastising the Infant Jesus Before Three Witnesses by Max
Ernst (1926), for example, shows precisely what the title suggests (Fig. 3B).
Nevertheless, there is something outrageous to its subject matter as the artist
makes ironic reference to two tropes of Christian art by combining them in a do-
mestic scene: the ever-harmonious mother-son relationship and the flagellation
of Christ. Although Ernst adheres to conventional realism and even borrows
his composition from famous artworks,4 he deliberately thwarts the observer’s
expectations in terms of Christian iconography.

Altogether, we conclude that Modern art is valued primarily for its ability to
reshape and extend our mental representations in a meaningful way (Armstrong
& Detweiler-Bedell, 2008; Muth, Hesslinger, & Carbon, 2015). Kitsch, however,
does not aim for new insights. Instead, it takes advantage of people’s standard
associations and confirms them by employing stereotypes and well-tried clichés.
According to Kulka (1996), it is the capacity of art to “enrich our associations
relating to the depicted object or theme” (p. 37) that is absent in kitsch. In

4Infrared reflectography of the underdrawings showed that the artist used reproductions of
works by Michelangelo and Tintoretto as templates for the figure composition of The Blessed
Virgin Chastising the Infant Jesus Before Three Witnesses: André Breton, Paul Eluard and
the Painter (Krischel, 1998).
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Figure 3: (A) Jacques Villon (1952): Maternity. (B) Max Ernst (1926): The
Blessed Virgin Chastising the Infant Jesus Before Three Witnesses. Drawings
adapted by first author.

opposition to avant-garde art “[k]itsch comes to support our basic sentiments
and beliefs, not to disturb or question them” (p. 27). Mainly based on Kulka’s
(1996) definition we suggest that the application of the concept of kitsch re-
quires three things: (A) a subject matter charged with positive emotions, (B)
instant and effortless identifiability, and (C) a perfectly conventional manner of
representation that does “not substantially enrich our associations relating to
the depicted objects or themes” (p. 37). We also agree with Kulka, that, al-
though each of these three preconditions is a necessary one, only a combination
of all three is sufficient for kitsch classification. Since positive emotional charge,
identifiability, and conventionality may vary considerably between perceivers of
different age or cultural background, a classificatory definition with three di-
chotomic criteria seems impractical, especially for the empirical study of kitsch.
We therefore follow Kulka’s (1996) suggestion of conceptualizing the three kitsch
criteria as continuous dimensions: “The more clearly, saliently, and unambigu-
ously the picture complies with our three conditions, the more paradigmatic an
example of kitsch it is” (p. 38). Based on this modified definition, we claim that
kitschiness of a visual stimulus array can be estimated based on the product of
three continuous variables:

Kitschiness = positive valence × identifiability × conventionality (1)

Equation 1. Codomain of dependent and independent varables: 0-1.
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This formula allows for straightforward operationalization and empirical testing:
Of course, the dependent and the three independent variables could be assessed
using standardized rating scales (e.g., 0=not at all kitschy ; 6=very kitschy).
Since kitsch is a highly derogatory term, it is probably advisable to use im-
plicit measures in addition to self-reports (see Reiter, Ortlieb, & Carbon, 2015):
Valence and intensity of an emotional response could be assessed via facial ex-
pressions (sEMG; Cacioppo, Petty, Losch, & Kim, 1986; FaceReader; Weth,
Raab, & Carbon, 2015) or implicit associations (md-IAT; Gattol, Sääksjärvi,
& Carbon, 2011), while naming latencies and name agreement might serve as
behavioral measures of identifiability and conventionality (Snodgrass & Vander-
wart, 1980). In the following, we intend to show that our ‘formula for kitsch’ is
also key to a preliminary understanding of kitsch as a mass phenomenon.

4 Instant Beauty: Why Is Kitsch So Popular?

Unlike Abstract Expressionism, kitsch proves tremendously popular. What do
people like about kitsch? In this section, we identify three potential sources of
its mass appeal: The positive emotional charge of its content and the inherently
pleasant experience of fluent processing on a perceptual and a conceptual level.

Style follows content. According to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1979/1984),
it is one of the main characteristics of popular aesthetics that content is more
important than form (‘style follows content’). Above all, works of popular taste
have to represent something that perceivers can easily relate to their everyday
experience, while stylistic choices are made to ensure immediate apprehension
of the depicted subject matter (Hanquinet, Roose, & Savage, 2014). Faithful
imitation and the classical ideals of beauty and harmony are thus preferred
over formal experimentation that is likely to put general accessibility at stake.
According to Kulka (1996), the popular principle of ‘content over form’ holds
particularly true for kitsch: “In kitsch paintings, unlike in real art, what is rep-
resented is more important than how it is rendered. The what overshadows the
how” (p. 80). From this observation he somewhat prematurely concludes that
the appeal of kitsch must be 100 percent content-driven: “People are attracted
to kitsch because they like its subject matter” (p. 28).

Hedonic fluency. Do people like kitsch just because they feel passionate
about its content? A large body of research from empirical aesthetics suggests
that some of the content-independent characteristics of kitsch might also have a
share in its popular success. For example, there is strong indication that people
prefer familiar (mere exposure effect; Zajonc, 1968) and prototypical stimuli
(averaged objects; Halberstadt & Rhodes, 2003; prototypical colors; Whitfield
& Slatter, 1979; Martindale & Moore, 1988; Rhodes & Tremewan, 1996) if they
are depicted in an unambiguous, clear-cut manner (clarity of contours; Reber,
et al., 1998; canonical perspective; Palmer, Rosch, & Chase, 1981; Khalil &
McBeath, 2006). Altogether, these findings have amounted to the hypothesis
that any aspect of a visual stimulus that facilitates the ability of our mind to
process it efficiently and with relative ease has a positive effect on aesthetic lik-
ing. The Hedonic Fluency Model (HFM) by Reber, Schwarz, and Winkielman
(2004) postulates a monotonically increasing relationship between processing
speed and liking: “The more fluently the perceiver can process an object, the
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more positive is his or her aesthetic response” (p. 366).5 According to the
HFM, processing fluency is an inherently pleasurable experience that is then at-
tributed to the object itself (for empirical support see Winkielman & Cacioppo,
2001) Furthermore, Reber and colleagues (2004) discriminate between fluency
at two different levels: Perceptual fluency is defined as “the ease of identifying
the physical identity of the stimulus” (p. 367), while conceptual fluency refers to
the “ease of mental operations concerned with stimulus meaning and its relation
to semantic knowledge structures” (p. 367). It seems safe to assume that kitsch
makes a perfect example of perceptual fluency. After all, effortless identifiability
is one of its defining properties (identifiability). But is there any indication that
kitsch also features conceptional fluency? In accordance with Kulka (1996) we
have found that kitsch does not question standard associations relating to its
subjects or themes. Instead, it confirms and protects existent semantic knowl-
edge by “avoid[ing] all unpleasant or disturbing features of reality, leaving us
only with those we can easily cope with and identify with” (p. 27). From these
considerations we predict that kitsch will also feature a high level of conceptual
fluency (conventionality).

Practically all authors who have ventured to express their thoughts about
kitsch are agreed in that its appeal consists of an immediate emotional re-
sponse, without intermediate reasoning (Greenberg, 1939; Simon-Schäfer, 1980;
Benjamin, 1982/2002; Cǎlinescu, 1987; Kulka, 1996; Menninghaus, 2009). Like
no other aesthetic concept, kitsch embodies the “principle of immediacy, imme-
diacy of access, immediacy of effect, instant beauty” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 8). If
this is the case, we expect hedonic fluency to contribute to the appeal of kitsch
in addition to the positive emotional charge of its content. In sum, we postulate
that the popular success of kitsch is driven by the following three factors:

Kitsch appeal = positive valence(perceptual fluency×conceptual fluency) (2)

Equation 2. Codomain of dependent and independent variables 0 < x ≤1.

Note that, unlike Equation 1, the appeal of kitsch does not result from three
equally weighted variables. Equation 2 accounts for the popular principle of
‘content over form’ by placing special emphasis on the emotional charge of the
depicted subject matter. In terms of liking, lack of emotional charge cannot be
fully compensated by content-independent aspects. Jointly, this triad of pleas-
ant content-related associations, perceptual and conceptual fluency may account
for the appeal of kitsch. Yet it certainly cannot explain why kitsch is a deroga-
tory term above all. What is wrong with ‘instant beauty’ and unconditional
accessibility?

5Albrecht and Carbon (2014) found that fluency increases intensity, but not necessarily
positivity of a stimulus. Thus, the fluency-positivity-hypothesis seems to be limited to stimuli
with a positive valence. In the case of aversive stimuli, fluency amplifies negative valence
accordingly. Since kitsch is, by definition, limited to positive emotional content, this limitation
of the Hedonic Fluency Model is of no concern here.
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5 Unbearable Lightness: Why Is Kitsch Consid-
ered Aesthetically Worthless?

Despite its popularity, kitsch is a term of abuse. Why would people dispraise
of something that is perfectly agreeable? In the present section, we fathom
into the origins of a peculiar aversion towards effortless emotional gratification
in modern Western aesthetics that can be traced back to eighteenth-century
Rationalism when aesthetic value was linked to epistemic interest and cognitive
enrichment.

In his Critique of Social Judgement of Taste Bourdieu (1979/1984) remarked
that “the whole language of aesthetics is contained in a fundamental refusal of
the facile” (p. 486). Drawing on everyday examples, he revealed a dismissive at-
titude towards anything that appears “easy in the sense of simple, and therefore
shallow, and ‘cheap’, because it is easily decoded and culturally ‘undemanding’”
(p. 486). Furthermore, he pointed out that whatever “offers pleasures that are
too immediately accessible [is contrasted with] the deferred pleasures of legiti-
mate art” (p. 486). Again, kitsch makes a prototypical example of Bourdieu’s
claims as it represents the “principle of immediacy” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 8) in
contrast to art. But where does this aversion to instant enjoyment come from?
It was in the eighteenth century, that aesthetics was first established as a distinct
matter of study by philosopher Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1750/1983).
For Baumgarten, aesthetics was not merely a philosophy of art and beauty. In
fact, he envisioned a new branch of epistemology dedicated to the preconditions
of gaining knowledge from sensual experience (“scientia cognitionis sensitivae,”
p. 79). In the following we make a case that it was precisely this confusion of
aesthetics and epistemic interest that prepared the ground for a “refusal of the
facile” (Bourdieu, 1979/1984, p. 486).

Beautiful and sublime. Edmund Burke (1757/1990), a contemporary of
Baumgarten, was among the first to distinguish two aesthetic ideas by means
of their accessibility: the beautiful and the sublime. Whatever is beautiful,
according to Burke, conveys a clear idea of an agreeable subject. Its “smooth
and voluptuous satisfaction which the assured prospect of pleasure bestows”
(p. 35) inspires the perceiver with “sentiments of tenderness and affection”
(p. 39). While beauty instils ‘love at first sight,’ the sublime strikes us with
confusion and awe resulting from the obscure notion of an unsettling subject
matter (Burke, 1757/1990). By comparing the Burkeian sublime to the process
of accommodation, Keltner and Haidt (2003) revealed an interesting parallel
between Burke’s aesthetic theory and Genetic Epistemology by Piaget and In-
helder (1969). Sublimity is fascinating, yet disturbing, because it transcends
the perceiver’s previous experience. Thus, encounters with the sublime defy
integration into existing mental structures unless these are successfully modi-
fied (i.e., accommodated). Conversely, Burke’s notion of beauty resembles what
Piaget and Inhelder (1969) referred to as assimilation. While the sublime forces
us to see the world differently, the beautiful validates our cognitive structures by
conveying a clear-cut idea that perfectly accords with our expectations. In his
own words Burke (1757/1990) asserts that “we submit to what we admire [i.e.,
sublimity], but we love what submits to us [i.e., beauty]” (p. 103). This quota-
tion also shows a patronizing attitude towards the beautiful. Elsewhere Burke
further stipulates that truly important ideas cannot be expressed by beauty
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since “[a] clear idea is [only] another name for a little idea” (p. 58). Apart from
immediate accessibility Burke’s condescending notion of beauty already bears a
considerable family resemblance with the concept of kitsch.

Dependent and free beauty. Contempt towards the ‘facile’ is also inherent in
Kant’s (1790/1951) complementary ideas of free and dependent beauty. In his
Critique of Judgement—a reply to both Baumgarten and Burke—Kant claims
that an experience of beauty is “merely dependent” (p. 81) whenever it results
from an object that adheres perfectly well to some prototype the beholder has in
mind. Thus, whatever is dependently beautiful in a Kantian sense “immediately
succumbs to conceptual understanding because it perfectly satisfies the ‘rules’
for the application of a concept” (Armstrong & Detweiler-Bedell, 2008, p. 310).
This would certainly apply to the conventional renderings of Mother and Child
in Figures 1A and 1B. Here there is no need for a descriptive title as the meaning
of both images is obvious. In the case of free beauty, however, the perceiver fails
to apply a definite concept to the object in question. Nevertheless, he or she
“senses an abstract, potential unity of the features suggested by the object” (p.
310). This would correspond to Moore’s sculpture (Fig. 2) and Villon’s Cubist
interpretation of maternity (Fig. 3).

Pretty and beautiful. Armstrong and Detweiler-Bedell (2008) have proposed
a distinction between the pretty and the beautiful that maps the Kantian ideas
of dependent and free beauty onto cognitive processing dynamics. They made a
case that “Kant’s notion of dependent beauty nicely describes the aesthetic plea-
sure associated with fluent processing” (p. 310) and argued that we experience
pretty objects whenever our “‘normal’, concept-bound cognition is particularly
successful” (p. 310)—for instance, when we recognize an iconic image, a brand
logo or a popular advertisement jingle. Obviously, it is but a small step from
prettiness (i.e. dependent beauty) to the concept of kitsch advocated in this
article.

Pleasure and interest. Finally, the Pleasure-Interest Model of Aesthetic Lik-
ing (PIA Model) by Graf and Landwehr (2015) combines fluency-based aes-
thetics with a dual-process perspective and epistemic motivation. It posits that
aesthetic preferences are shaped by “two hierarchical, fluency-based processes”
(p. 395) with different outcomes: Evaluations of pleasure (i.e., immediate af-
fective reactions) result from an initial gut-level process that is stimulus-driven
and does not involve cognitive elaboration, while judgements of interest arise
from a controlled, higher order process that is activated by stimulus-based af-
fordances (e.g., ambiguity) and/or the perceiver’s need for cognitive enrich-
ment. Again, it is the beholder’s epistemic motivation that coins his or her
aesthetic judgement: According to Graf and Landwehr (2015), “pleasure is a
backward-oriented process that is not associated with the motivation for further
exploration of the target, whereas interest also has a forward-oriented charac-
ter related to the motivation for learning” (p. 404, emphases by the authors).
This description of the two hierarchical processes involved in aesthetic evalua-
tion recalls Greenberg’s (1939) famous characterization of kitsch as a cultural
“rear-guard” (p. 9) drawing on “accumulated experience” (p. 10) in opposi-
tion to a future-oriented artistic avant-garde. This said, the PIA Model offers
a plausible explanation for the puzzling ambivalence of kitsch: Designed to cre-
ate a particularly smooth processing experience that “directly feels good on an
affective level” (p. 397), kitsch should excel in the initial “default type of aes-
thetic stimulus processing” (p. 399). For perceivers with a low motivation to
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learn, this inherently pleasurable processing experience directly translates into
a positive aesthetic evaluation. However, when it comes to controlled process-
ing, kitsch fails to arouse continuing interest: As an easy-to-process stimulus, it
frustrates perceivers with a high need for cognitive enrichment in that it leaves
them with what they already know. In this case, the positive first impression
(“How cute!”) should be overwritten by a negative interest-related judgement
(“How kitschy!”). In fact, there is preliminary indication that implicit and ex-
plicit evaluations of kitsch stimuli may dissociate (Reiter, Ortlieb, & Carbon,
2015): A within-subject comparison of explicit and implicit attitudes towards
decorative everyday objects showed that kitschy objects were received more
positively in a multi-dimensional implicit association test (md-IAT; Gattol et
al., 2011) than in self-reports (Likert-scales). Based on the PIA Model, we
hypothesize that the magnitude of this discrepancy between implicit, gut-level
appreciation and explicit, cognitive refusal should increase with a person’s level
of art expertise. Several studies have shown that the acquisition of art-related
knowledge raises people’s aesthetic standards in terms of novelty and complex-
ity (McWhinnie, 1968; Smith & Melara, 1990) as well as their appreciation of
abstract paintings (Stojilović & Marković, 2014). Palmer and Griscom (2012)
obtained a complementary effect for easy-to-process-stimuli that is particularly
informative with regard to kitsch: In this case artistic training reduced an initial
preference for conventional harmony. Altogether, the PIA Model gives a plausi-
ble answer to our initial question why aestheticians show so very little interest
in kitsch: Assuming that scholars and researchers are driven by an exceptionally
high motivation to learn and explore, they should prefer aesthetic objects that
allow for cognitive enrichment (e.g., avant-garde art) and despise of undemand-
ing conventional ones (e.g., kitsch). Looking at the historical precursors of the
polemic opposition of kitsch and art, it seems that an early confusion of aes-
thetic value and epistemic interest gave rise to a latent disregard for aesthetic
objects that provide immediate emotional gratification. To what extent is this
highbrow attitude still discernible in empirical aesthetics today and how can it
be overcome?

6 Discussion

“By the association principle I mean a principle, that is already
known and recognized in psychology for its significance and its
scope, but which is hitherto hardly appreciated in aesthetics”

— Fechner, 1876, Chap IX, p. 86, translation by the authors6

When Gustav Theodor Fechner launched experimental aesthetics in 1876, he
thought of it as an inductive down-to-earth complement to a philosophical aes-
thetic from above (Aesthetik von Oben) without any empirical foundation. With
his experimental approach to aesthetic problems (experimentale Aesthetik), he
hoped to establish an aesthetic from below (Aesthetik von Unten) that would
bridge the gap between high-browed speculation and everyday experience. Fech-
ner himself set a good example in that he sought the rules of aesthetic appeal not

6Original version: “Unter Associationsprincip verstehe ich ein Princip, dessen Wichtigkeit
und Tragweite in der Psychologie längst bekannt und anerkannt, in der Aesthetik aber bisher
im Ganzen wenig gewürdigt ist” (Fechner, 1876, Chap IX, p. 86).
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in high art but in common things such as cigar cases (Do people prefer cigar cases
whose proportions accord with the so-called golden section?) or the cold meats
of a butcher’s display (Why are sausages cut diagonally rather than perpendicu-
larly?). However, when interest in experimental aesthetics revived in the 1950s,
after a longer period of stalemate, the focus had shifted from everyday phenom-
ena to art perception. For the trailblazer of new experimental aesthetics, Daniel
E. Berlyne (1971), art was essentially a manifestation of exploratory behavior.
Resting on the basic assumption that novelty and conflict form the guiding prin-
ciples behind any kind of aesthetic experience, his influential biopsychological
model bespeaks a modernist notion of art. To the present day, Modern art is
widely acknowledged as the ultimate touchstone for a general understanding of
human aesthetic experience. The well-received information-processing Model of
Aesthetic Appreciation and Aesthetic Judgement by Leder, Belke, Oeberst, and
Augustin (2004), for example, centers on the question “why modern art’s large
number of individualized styles, innovativeness and conceptuality offer positive
aesthetic experiences” (p. 489). But can it also account for kitsch? We think
not: Since the model is all about mastering the “[c]ognitive challenges of both
abstract art and other conceptual, complex and multidimensional stimuli” (p.
489) an unreflective emotional response to kitsch is not provided for.

With fluency-based aesthetics a complementary stream of research emerged,
that seems more suitable for the study of kitsch. After all, the main proposi-
tion of the Hedonic Fluency Model (Reber et al., 2004, HFM), that aesthetic
liking is a positive function of processing ease, has already led us to a better un-
derstanding of its hedonic value (see section four), while another fluency-based
framework—the Pleasure-Interest Model of Aesthetic Liking (PIA Model) by
Graf and Landwehr (2015)—has been informative regarding the “contradictory
preference patterns for easy [e.g., kitsch] versus difficult-to-process aesthetic
stimuli [e.g., Modern art]” (p. 396). With epistemic motivation as a moder-
ating variable, the PIA Model gives a plausible answer to our initial question
why aestheticians show so very little ‘interest’ in kitsch (see section five). Does
a dual-process perspective on fluency-based aesthetics bring us back onto the
right track of Fechnerian aesthetics then? Surprisingly, the answer is ‘no.’ Alike
the HFM, the PIA Model is preoccupied with the perceiver’s processing expe-
rience and thereby “excludes the influence of content-based object information
on aesthetic preferences” (Graf & Landwehr, 2015, p. 406). Drawing on Kant’s
(1790/1951) famous dictum of ‘disinterested interest’ the authors of the PIA
Model argue that “[e]specially for stimuli with salient semantic content, an ‘aes-
thetic’ preference judgement may [...] be obscured by content-based stimulus
information, making the preference judgement not exclusively aesthetic” (Graf
& Landwehr, 2015, p. 406). If we maintain that positive emotional content is a
sine qua non for kitsch classification and key to its popular success, we have to
admit that fluency-based aesthetics cannot fully account for it. A dual-process
model of fluency-based aesthetics can reliably distinguish between kitsch and
Modern art; yet in an everyday context, where everything features high percep-
tual and conceptual fluency (e.g., traffic signs), it ignores precisely what makes
kitsch special: a heartwarming subject matter.

It was again Fechner (1876) who first criticized a general disregard for
content-related associations in aesthetics and it was precisely the Kantian ideal
of disinterestedness which he held responsible for the widespread misconception
that pure aesthetic judgements should be entirely independent from any content-
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based information (free beauty). From introspection (Why is it that we find an
orange more beautiful than a wooden ball of the exact same size and color?) and
thought experiments (If our aesthetic judgement was based solely on stylistic
aspects wouldn’t we value an equally colorful, but perfectly symmetrical carpet
pattern over the Sistine Madonna?), Fechner concluded that content-related as-
pects (associative Factoren) must be at least as important for the formation of
aesthetic judgements as stylistic ones (direkte Factoren).7 Meanwhile, there is
substantial empirical support for his claim: A study on the microgenetic pro-
cesses of art perception by Augustin, Leder, Hutzler, and Carbon (2008), for
example, demonstrated that style literally follows content: When presentation
times of representational artworks were systematically varied (10 ms, 50 ms, 202
ms, and 3,000 ms), Augustin and colleagues observed that “effects of content
were present at all presentation times, [whereas] effects of style were traceable
from 50 ms onwards” (p. 127). This finding, that content-related information is
processed prior to stylistic aspects, has been confirmed in a follow-up study using
a dual-task EEG-paradigm (Augustin, Defranceschi, Fuchs, Carbon, & Hutzler,
2011) as well as in an ERP-based study on facial attractiveness (Carbon, Faer-
ber, Augustin, Mitterer, & Hutzler, 2018): Upon examining the temporal order
and the interplay of gender-specific facial features and facial attractiveness, Car-
bon and colleagues summarized that “processing of facial attractiveness seems
to be based on gender-specific aesthetic pre-processing, for instance via activat-
ing gender-specific attractiveness prototypes which show focused processing of
certain facial aspects” (p. 186). Furthermore, research on aesthetic preferences
in poetry suggests that a predominance of content is also found outside of the
visual domain. According to Belfi, Vessel, and Starr (2018), the best predictors
for aesthetic liking of a sonnet or a haiku were the “vividness of imagery experi-
enced in reading, valence, and arousal of perceived emotion in a poem’s content”
(p. 341). In the light of these findings, it seems that our perceptual apparatus
is itself governed by the popular principle of ‘content over form.’ Should this
be the case, our aesthetic judgements would never be ‘purely aesthetic’ in a
Kantian sense, no matter how much art expertise we acquire. In the follow-
ing we intend to show that a disregard for content prevents a comprehensive
understanding not only of kitsch but also of premodern artistic production.

6.1 Kitsch: A Relic of Premodern Taste?

So far, we have made a case that Modern art is the preferred subject in theory
and practice of empirical aesthetics because it is believed to be somehow rep-
resentative for human aesthetic experience (Berlyne, 1971; Leder et al., 2004).
This basic assumption turns out to be highly questionable if we take findings
from sociology, anthropology, and art history into consideration. Based on a
cross-cultural account of artistic production in premodern societies, Dissanayake
(1990) arrived at the conclusion that “modern Western aesthetic sensibility dif-
fers from the rest of humankind” (p. 159). She goes on to point out that the
function of Western art is, in fact, directly opposed to the purpose of the arts in
premodern societies: The core values of Modern art are novelty and change and
the artist’s role combines a subjective view on society with criticism of tradition

7Of course, Fechner did not take the possibility of abstract art into consideration. However,
with regard to non-representational art it can be argued that content-related associations may
also be triggered by colors, shapes, and textures.
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(Cǎlinescu, 1987). In premodern cultures, however, art production was not a
“private predilection, separated from primary lived experience” (Dissanayake,
1990, p. 183), but an essential part of communal and spiritual life: Embed-
ded into rituals and customs the arts were used to communicate and reinforce
the ‘traditional ways,’ not to question them. Figure 4A, for example, shows a
miniature statue of the ancient Egyptian deity Isis nursing her son Horus. Vast
numbers of these figurines were produced for devotees of the Isis-and-Osiris-cult
which was particularly popular with the common people (Assmann, 1984/2001).
For well over a millennium these idols show a remarkable continuity in terms of
style and content (Müller, 1963).8 Centuries later, the subject of Isis nursing
Horus (Isis lactans) entered Christian iconography (Madonna lactans) and lives
on in modern-day souvenirs (Müller, 1963).

Figure 4: (A) Egyptian figurine of Isis Nursing Horus from the 7th century B.C.,
(B) Christian-Orthodox icon showing the Mother of God. Drawings adapted by
first author.

The Greco-Byzantine tradition of icon painting is another example for art
production that has little in common with avant-garde art. Orthodox icon
painting confines itself to a pre-defined set of biblical themes (Mother of God ;
Fig. 4B). To the present day, traditional icon painters adhere to a scheme
of formal conventions regarding composition, color palette, and lighting in ac-

8According to Müller (1963), considerable stylistic modifications occurred during the reign
of Hellenistic and Roman rulers. Yet it seems that Hellenistic and Roman fashion and aesthetic
conventions were applied to the Egyptian blueprint of Isis Nursing Horus to make it more
appreciable for the new ruling class.
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cordance with an officially recognized canon of wonder-working icons. Such an
affirmative function of art was also prevalent in Western Europe before the onset
of modernity: Neither the cave paintings of Lascaux nor the original stained-
glass windows of a Gothic cathedral were created to challenge the beholder’s
worldview. More likely, these works were “designed to impose upon individ-
uals unforgettable patterns of tribally essential knowledge and explanation”
(Dissanayake, 1990, p. 154). On the whole, premodern art and modern-day
kitsch have something in common that separates them from the avant-garde:
Both come “to support our basic sentiments and beliefs, not to disturb or ques-
tion them” (Kulka, 1996, p. 27). Is kitsch possibly a relic of some primordial
aesthetic sensibility? It is one of the most recurrent arguments against kitsch
that it relies on second-hand experience and culturally “pre-established forms”
(Adorno, 1932/2002, p. 501). In his analysis of Fascist aesthetics historian Saul
Friedländer (1985/2007) referred to kitsch as a “run-down form of myth” (p.
55, translation by the authors) haunting an excessively rational modern world
as a distant “echo of sunken cultures” (p. 55, translation by the authors). With
regard to kitsch in music, philosopher Theodor W. Adorno (1932/2002) spoke
of a “receptacle of mythic basic materials” (p. 501) that have lost their cultural
significance. After all, kitsch might be regarded as a living fossil of premodern
taste that “draws its life blood, so to speak, from [a] reservoir of accumulated
experience” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 40).9 By drawing on the lowest common de-
nominators of culture Greenberg predicted that kitsch was to become “the first
universal culture ever beheld” (p. 6). Its tremendous cross-cultural success, its
proclivity to themes of general human interest, its use of innate releasing mech-
anisms (e.g., baby scheme) make kitsch a particularly promising subject not
only for evolutionary aesthetics but for a general understanding of human aes-
thetic sensibility (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2017). From the supposed roots of kitsch
in premodern aesthetics we now turn to its recent manifestations in Postmodern
art.

6.2 Kitsch: A Device of Postmodern Art

By the middle of the twentieth century Modernism arrived at a dead end (Eco,
1980/1984): Avant-garde music had advanced from atonality to absolute si-
lence, poetry had reached the blank page and there was nothing left of painting
but “the white, the slashed, the charred canvas” (p. 67). Although the histori-
cal Avant-garde “had exhausted all its formal possibilities” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p.
277), the promised unity of life and art remained a distant utopia. Ironically, the
divide between popular taste and the arts had never been greater (Greenberg,
1939). In the 1960s and 1970s this sense of crisis gave rise to Postmodernist art
theories which expressed a “willingness to revisit the past” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p.
276, emphasis in the original) and to overcome the separation of high and low
culture by promoting “a ‘playful’ aesthetic which embraces both popular and
traditional cultural motifs” (Hanquinet et al., 2014, p. 114). Not surprisingly,
kitsch became one of the preferred vehicles of Postmodernist ideas. According to
Walter Benjamin’s (1982/2002) striking characterization of kitsch as “art with a

9We certainly do not wish to imply that premodern or traditional art production is identical
with modern-day’s mass-produced commodities or even Totalitarian art. Yet, with regard to
their affirmative function and the essential role of emotion, we claim that these artistic streams
stand closer to kitsch than to avant-garde art.

17

A Cumulus

137



100 percent, absolute and instantaneous availability for consumption” (p. 395),
it seemed like the perfect intermediary between high art, the popular and the
commercial. As a playful element of Pop Art, it attracted people to museums
and art galleries, who had hitherto felt alienated by avant-garde art; at the
same time, kitsch answered to the expectations of art aficionados by challeng-
ing their perceptual habits in an art-related context (Muth, Raab, & Carbon,
2017). Under the influence of Postmodernism, the dividing line between kitsch
and art may have blurred; but it certainly did not disappear altogether. Based
on a survey of museum visitors, Hanquinet, Roose, and Savage (2014) found
that people’s motivation to engage with visual art still followed Bourdieu’s ba-
sic distinction of popular and highbrow aesthetics. Both Cǎlinescu (1987) and
Kulka (1996) are agreed in that a functional distinction between kitsch and art
can be maintained: “(1) the avant-garde is interested in kitsch for aesthetically
subversive and ironical purposes, and (2) kitsch may use avant-garde procedures
(which are easily transformed into stereotypes) for its conformist purposes” (p.
254). Nevertheless, this Postmodern practice considerably complicates the sep-
aration of kitsch and art since works of art have become highly context sensitive
and socially reflective (Hanquinet et al., 2014). Whether a comic-style pin-up
is perceived as garish kitsch or as an ironical artistic statement on ‘Capitalist
Realism,’ depends on the setting. This, again, has far-reaching implications for
the empirical study of art perception. For the sake of standardization (as well as
convenience), aesthetic research is mostly conducted in a lab setting (Carbon,
2019). This procedure, of course, eliminates the effects of a museum context
(Carbon, 2017). In the case of Pop Art, however, this disregard for situational
aspects becomes a serious issue since artists aim for the friction that results from
mundane objects (e.g., a bubblegum machine) in an art-related context. On a
computer screen in a lab environment, such works will appear as plain kitsch as
their aesthetically subversive effect only shows in a museum setting, where they
appear strangely out of place. If art has become explicitly context sensitive and
socially reflective, shouldn’t empirical aesthetics too become more responsive
to situational aspects? We think so: As an element of Postmodern art, kitsch
forces us “to examine more closely and with more originality than hitherto the
relationship between aesthetic experience as met by the specific—not general-
ized—individual, and the social and historical contexts in which that experience
takes place” (Greenberg, 1939, p. 34).

7 Conclusions

The aim of this article is to raise awareness for a “gigantic apparition” (Greenberg,
1939, p. 39) of everyday culture that has strangely been overlooked by empiri-
cal aesthetics: The pink elephant in the room goes by the name of kitsch. How
could it possibly slip our attention? And, more importantly, why is it worth
studying? Empirical aesthetics, as presently practiced, is mainly preoccupied
with Modern art perception at the expense of a great variety of everyday phe-
nomena. Against Fechner’s (1876) original intention, its current theories build
on an ‘Aesthetic from above’ that was invented by a group of art-educated,
upper-class men10 from Central Europe under the impression of eighteenth-

10Possible indication for a male gaze in empirical aesthetics is discussed by Ortlieb, Fischer,
and Carbon (2016).
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century Rationalism. As a result, today’s paramount models of aesthetic liking
are missing out what makes popular aesthetics popular in that they privilege
style over content (e.g., Reber et al., 2004) and cognitive enrichment over emo-
tional gratification (e.g., Leder et al., 2004), Although basic perceptual research
(Augustin et al., 2008; Carbon et al., 2018), sociological accounts of popu-
lar taste (Bourdieu, 1979/1984; Hanquinet et al, 2014), and the cross-cultural
study of premodern art (Dissanayake, 1990; 2015) cast serious doubt on the ba-
sic assumptions of highbrow aesthetics, the nature of aesthetic experience is still
mistaken for what inquisitive, art-educated researchers like about avant-garde
art. Certainly, Modern art is a subject worth studying, but we should take it
for what it is: a fascinating corner case of art history rather than a touchstone
for a general understanding of human aesthetic sensibility. Why should we pay
more attention to kitsch instead? As a borderline phenomenon of Modern art,
it could be the missing link to a vast variety of popular, commercial, premod-
ern, and postmodern aesthetic phenomena and the key to a new aesthetic from
below that goes beyond processing dynamics by taking content- and context-
related associations into account. In the course of this investigation kitsch has
already proved its heuristic value by directing our attention to several blind
spots in theory and practice of empirical aesthetics. However, a comprehensive
understanding of kitsch is also essential for art perception, if only to keep up
with recent developments in the arts. We feel that it is about time to extend
our scope of research and that kitsch makes a particularly promising subject to
start with.
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Gattol, V., Sääksjärvi, M., & Carbon, C. C. (2011). Extending the Implicit
Association Test (IAT): Assessing consumer attitudes based on multi-
dimensional implicit associations. PLoS ONE , 6 (1). doi: 10.1371/jour-
nal.pone.0015849

Goodman, N. (1984). Of Mind and Other Matters. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Graf, L. K. M., & Landwehr, J. R. (2015). A dual-process perspective on
fluency-based aesthetics: The Pleasure-Interest Model of Aesthetic Lik-
ing. Personality and Social Psychology Review , 19 (4), 395–410. doi:
10.1177/1088868315574978

Greenberg, C. (1939). Avant-garde and kitsch. Partisan Review , 6 (5), 34–49.
Hagtvedt, H., & Patrick, V. M. (2008). Art infusion: The influence of visual

art on the perception and evaluation of consumer products. Journal of
Marketing Research, 45 (3), 379–389. doi: 10.1509/jmkr.45.3.379

Halberstadt, J. (2006). The generality and ultimate origins of the attractiveness
of prototypes. Personality and Social Psychology Review , 10 (2), 166–183.

Halberstadt, J., & Rhodes, G. (2003). It’s not just average faces that are
attractive: Computer-manipulated averageness makes birds, fish, and au-
tomobiles attractive. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review , 10 (1), 149–156.
doi: 10.3758/BF03196479

Hanquinet, L., Roose, H., & Savage, M. (2014). The eyes of the beholder:
Aesthetic preferences and the remaking of cultural capital. Sociology ,
48 (1), 111–132. doi: 10.1177/0038038513477935

Hoehl, S., Hellmer, K., Johansson, M., & Gredebäck, G. (2017). Itsy bitsy spi-
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conditions of the possibility of experience]. Zeitschrift für Tierpsychologie,
5 (2), 235–409. doi: 10.1111/j.1439-0310.1943.tb00655.x

Martindale, C., Moore, K., & West, A. (1988). Relationship of preference
judgments to typicality, novelty, and mere exposure. Empirical Studies of
the Arts, 6 (1), 79–96. doi: https://doi.org/10.2190/MCAJ-0GQT-DJTL-
LNQD

McWhinnie, H. J. (1968). A review of research on aesthetic measure. Acta
Psychologica, 28 , 363–375. doi: 10.1016/0001-6918(68)90025-5

Menninghaus, W. (2009). On the ‘vital significance’ of kitsch: Walter Ben-
jamin’s politics of ‘bad taste’. In A. Benjamin & C. Rice (Eds.), Walter
Benjamin and the Architecture of Modernity (pp. 39–57). Melbourne,
Australia: Re.press.

Menninghaus, W., Wagner, V., Hanich, J., Wassiliwizky, E., Kuehnast, M., &
Jacobsen, T. (2015). Towards a psychological construct of being moved.
PLoS ONE , 10 (6). doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0128451

Müller, H. W. (1963). Isis mit dem Horuskind: Ein Beitrag zur Ikonographie der
stillenden Gottesmutter im hellenistischen und römischen Ägypten [Isis
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Introduction
Out of the manifold expressions for bad taste from various modern 

languages, only the German word kitsch has been internationally successful 
(Menninghaus, 2009): As an antithesis to high art and a synonym for “tasteless 
mass produced trash” (Pazaurek, 1912/2012, p. 349, translation by first author) 
kitsch counts among the most controversial aesthetic concepts of 20th century 
art theory (Simon-Schäfer, 1980). The term itself can be traced back to the late 
1800s when it started circulating among artists and art dealers from Munich as a 
derogatory label for “cheap artistic stuff” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 234).1 Meanwhile, 
kitsch has also entered many modern languages including Serbian and Slovenian 
(kič). This raises two questions: Firstly, is the colloquial use of the term kitsch 
consistent with basic assumptions from art theory? Secondly, when people from 
different cultures use the word kitsch colloquially, do they refer to the same 
aesthetic idea or is kitsch just an umbrella term for rather culture-specific notions 
of bad taste? In a first pilot study, we sought preliminary answers to these 
questions based on a comparison of kitsch concepts from Bavaria, Serbia and 
Slovenia. For this study, a set of comparative dimensions was identified from the 
extensive literature on kitsch and art. Practically all authors who have expressed 
their thoughts about kitsch are agreed that the term serves as a derogatory 
label of bad taste, which may be used either for nominal categorisation (e.g. 
A is kitsch, but not B) or continuous evaluation (e.g. A is kitschier than B) of 
anything subject to aesthetic judgement. Recent accounts of kitsch dwell on the 
contradictory relationship between liking and kitsch (Kulka, 1996): Although 
kitsch is despised, it is proving commercially successful. Especially with Pop 
Art, tension between high art and kitsch has eased considerably. In the present 
study, liking and kitschiness were therefore considered as two separate, but not 
independent, variables.

What variables predict kitsch judgements? In Kitsch and Art, the 
philosopher Tomaš Kulka (1996) elaborates on three characteristics of kitsch: 
Above all, he claims that kitsch requires a familiar, heart-warming subject matter 
that elicits an immediate emotional response. Secondly, this subject should be 
depicted in a perfectly conventional way allowing for instant identifiability. 
Thirdly, context and manner of representation must not enrich the observer’s 
“associations relating to the depicted objects or themes” (p. 37). Kulka 
concludes that the more clearly and unambiguously an object complies with 
these “three conditions, the more paradigmatic an example of kitsch it is” (p. 
38). This definition advocates a continuous assessment of kitschiness. Moreover, 
it links kitsch to several variables that figure prominently in empirical aesthetics: 
familiarity, determinacy, positive emotional valence, and arousal.

Familiarity seems highly relevant for kitsch since it relies on themes to 
which the beholder has been positively predisposed. This claim is shared by 

1 The earliest written account is a satirical poem by Max Bernstein published in 1878 which 
makes fun of an oil painting by Franz Adam titled “Mounted Bosnian insurgents” (see 
Joachimsthaler, 1995).
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several authors who observe that nostalgia in particular engenders kitsch. Norman 
(2004), for instance, argues that keepsakes are mainly cherished for their ability 
to instil positive emotions and pleasant memories: As relics of the good old 
times they radiate what Titchener (1910) once described as “a glow of warmth, 
a sense of ownership, a feeling of intimacy, [and] a sense of being at home” (p. 
408). Hence, we expect that an object will not be regarded as kitsch, unless it 
appears highly familiar. For kitsch to elicit a spontaneous affective response, 
its emotion-laden subject must be immediately and unambiguously identifiable 
(Kulka, 1996). Research literature even suggests that lack of ambiguity is what 
distinguishes kitsch from art (Muth, Hesslinger, & Carbon, 2015; Ortlieb & 
Carbon, 2014). We therefore surmise that kitsch has to be highly determinate in 
order to be enjoyable. Apart from being familiar and determinate, kitsch must not 
disturb or question our basic sentiments and beliefs. Only if its subject matter is 
charged with positive emotions, it will be able to comfort us. Thus, we expect 
that kitsch has to be perceived as non-threatening in order to yield a spontaneous 
heart-warming response. Apart from Kulka several authors have asserted that 
the appeal of kitsch lies in its “instantaneous emotional gratification without 
intellectual effort” (Menninghaus, 2009, p. 41). Since the concept of arousal plays 
an important role in both empirical aesthetics (Berlyne, 1971) and emotional 
appraisal theories (James, 1884; Lange, 1887/2013; Schachter & Singer, 1962), 
it appears particularly relevant for the study of kitsch. According to literature, 
we expect that cognition plays a completely different role in the appreciation 
of art and kitsch: Art is exciting because it acquaints us with something new 
or enigmatic (Berlyne, 1971). Thus, art perception mostly involves cognitive 
mastery (Leder, Belke, Oeberst, & Augustin, 2004). By contrast, kitsch offers 
immediate emotional gratification without reasoning (Cǎlinescu, 1987; Kulka, 
1996; Menninghaus, 2009) in that it draws on common life experience, shared 
beliefs and representational conventions. Hence, the consoling properties of 
kitsch—familiarity, determinacy and positive valence—suggest a negative 
relationship between kitschiness and arousal.

So what is wrong with immediate emotional gratification? Why are people 
repulsed rather than attracted by kitsch? So far we have addressed object-
related aspects of kitsch. In the following, we will focus on five variables that 
might account for variance between individuals in terms of liking: art expertise, 
ambiguity tolerance, value orientation, age, and gender. Kitsch is usually 
contrasted with applied art (Pazaurek, 1912/2012), avant-garde art (Greenberg, 
1939), or art proper (Kulka, 1996; Simon-Schäfer, 1980). Thus, it seems likely 
that one’s kitsch concept depends on one’s previous knowledge about art. This 
assumption accords with theories from sociology of art relating taste judgements 
to culture capital (Bourdieu, 1984). Since kitsch is seen as an antithesis to high 
art, we speculate that a high level of expertise will be positively correlated with 
kitsch ratings and negatively associated with liking. Ambiguity tolerance is 
another personality trait that is relevant in this respect. It moderates a person’s 

A Cumulus

147



ON KITSCH AND KIČ360

PSIHOLOGIJA, 2017, Vol. 50(3), 357–381

openness to the enigmatic, contradictory and even disturbing properties of 
contemporary artworks (Muth et al., 2015). Regarding kitsch, we expect that 
individuals with a low tolerance for ambiguity are particularly susceptible to its 
familiar and clear-cut qualities. Dissanayake (1990) writes that it is from our 
emotional responses to art that we learn about our personal values. So what does 
our affective response to kitsch tell us about our values? For Greenberg (1939) 
and Broch (1933/2002)—two supporters of the avant-garde—kitsch stands 
for “Evil in the Value-System of Art” (p. 137): hedonism and conservatism. 
Accordingly, hedonistic and conservative value orientations should be positively 
correlated with liking, but negatively with kitsch ratings. Even demographical 
aspects such as gender and age have been associated with kitsch: The writer 
and theatre critic H. W. Fischer (1919), for example, claimed that kitsch reflects 
female taste, while two authors relate kitsch to intergenerational conflict 
(Avenarius, 1920; Stemmle, 1931). Avenarius (1920) reports that young artists 
of the early 1900s made fun of their well-established predecessors and their old-
fashioned ways by calling them “Kitschiers.” From these early accounts of kitsch 
one might infer that liking ratings should be higher among female participants 
and positively associated with age, while kitsch ratings should be higher among 
male participants and negatively related to age.

Is the colloquial use of the word kitsch today still compatible with 
literature on kitsch? And when people from different cultures use the term, do 
they have the same aesthetic concept in mind? In the following we report on 
a cross-cultural pilot study that explored these questions by comparing kitsch 
concepts from Bavaria, Serbia and Slovenia.

Method

Samples
A total of thirty-six participants from Slovenia (n = 12; 6 males), Serbia (n = 12; 

6 males) and Bavaria (n=12; 6 males) attended to the present study. Participants from 
Ljubljana (Slovenia) were aged between 21 and 56 years (Mage = 25.3 yrs., SD = 9.76). 
Participants from Belgrade (Serbia) were aged between 19 and 22 years (Mage = 19.3 yrs., 
SD = 0.89) and the age range of participants from Bamberg (Bavaria) was from 19 to 
46 years (Mage = 22.7 yrs., SD = 7.57). Most participants were psychology students who 
participated for course credit.

Stimulus material
Being a very broad aesthetic concept, kitsch of course raises the question of appropriate 

stimulus material. Although kitsch may apply derogatorily to music, literature, filmmaking, 
architecture, fashion, furnishing, and interior decoration, it was originally limited to artistic 
production in the visual domain (Cǎlinescu, 1987). Hence, we decided to address kitsch 
in everyday objects: A set of 200 high-resolution digital images of kitsch objects such as 
keepsakes (e.g. miniature Eiffel tower), give-aways, toys, or collectibles (Fig. 1 D), as well as 
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merely decorative (Fig. 1, A and C), and devotional objects (Fig. 1, A and E) was used.2 Apart 
from these 200 images of kitsch objects, eight images of plain household objects (see Figure 
1, F) were included as base stimuli.

Figure 1. Examples of typical stimuli from the study. All objects were 
photographed and provided by the Department of General Psychology and 
Methodology (University of Bamberg).

Variables and measures
The 208 images were rated in terms of liking, familiarity, determinacy, arousal, 

perceived threat, and kitschiness. For each rating, a seven-point Likert-scale was used (see 
Table 1). The German, Serbian and Slovenian versions of these scales were created by the first, 
second and third author based on an English reference version.3 Based on these translations 
three otherwise identical digital questionnaires were created using the ExperimentBuilder© 
(Version 1.10.165) software.

2 Of course, these different types of objects do not represent disjunctive categories. An 
old teapot may serve as a decorative object, while a glass paperweight is of some—
albeit rather limited—practical use apart from pleasing the eye with its marbled 
inclusions.

3 All translations were checked for translation correctness based on back translations by 
three native speakers from each country.

A Cumulus

149



ON KITSCH AND KIČ362

PSIHOLOGIJA, 2017, Vol. 50(3), 357–381

Table 1
Likert-scales and translations

English version 
(created by 1st author)

German version 
(translated by 1st author)

Serbian version
(translated by 2nd author)

Slovenian version
(translated by 3rd author)

Liking: Gefallen Dopadanje Všečnost
How do you like the 
depicted object?
(1=I don’t like it at all; 
7=I like it very much)

Wie gefällt Ihnen der 
dargestellte Gegenstand?
(1=gefällt mir gar nicht; 
7=gefällt mir sehr)

Koliko vam se dopada 
prikazani predmet?
(1=uopšte mi se ne 
dopada; 7=veoma mi se 
dopada)

Kako vam je všeč 
prikazani predmet?
(1=sploh mi ni všeč; 
7=zelo mi je všeč)

Familiarity: Vertrautheit Poznatost Poznanost
How familiar do you 
find this object?
(1=not familiar at all; 
7=very familiar)

Wie vertraut finden Sie 
diesen Gegenstand?
(1=gar nicht vertraut; 
7=sehr vertraut)

Koliko vam je poznat 
prikazani predmet?
(1=uopšte mi nije poznat; 
7=veoma mi je poznat) 

Kako znan se vam zdi 
prikazani predmet?
(1=zelo neznan; 7=zelo 
znan)

Determinacy: Eindeutigkeit Jasnoća Enoznačnost
How determinate do 
you find this object?
(1=not determinate 
at all; 7=very 
determinate)

Wie eindeutig finden Sie 
diesen Gegenstand?
(1=gar nicht eindeutig; 
7=sehr eindeutig)

Koliko vam je prikazani 
predmet jasan?
(1=uopšte nije jasan; 
7=veoma je jasan)

Kako enoznačen se vam 
zdi prikazani predmet?
(1=zelo večznačen; 7=zelo 
enoznačen)

Arousal Aufgeregtheit Uzbudljivost Vzburjenost
How exciting do you 
find this object?
(1=not exciting at all; 
7=very exciting)

Wie aufregend finden Sie 
diesen Gegenstand?
(1=gar nicht aufregend; 
7=sehr aufregend)

Koliko vam je uzbudljiv 
prikazani predmet?
(1=uopšte nije uzbudljiv; 
7=veoma je uzbudljiv) 

Kako zanimiv se vam zdi 
prikazani predmet?
(1=zelo nerazburljiv; 
7=zelo razburljiv)

Perceived threat: Bedrohlichkeit Pretnja Grožnja
How threatening do 
you find this object?
(1=not threatening at 
all; 7=very threatening)

Wie bedrohlich finden 
Sie diesen Gegenstand?
(1=gar nicht bedrohlich; 
7=sehr bedrohlich)

Koliko vam je prikazani 
predmet preteći?
(1=uopšte nije preteći; 
7=veoma je preteći) 

Kako grozeč se vam zdi 
prikazani predmet?
(1=zelo negrozeč; 
7=zelo grozeč)

Kitschiness: Kitsch Kič Kič
How kitschy do you 
find this object?
(1=not kitschy at all; 
7=very kitschy)

Wie kitschig finden Sie 
diesen Gegenstand?
(1=gar nicht kitschig; 
7=sehr kitschig) 

Koliko vam je prikazani 
predmet kič?
(1=uopšte nije kič; 
7=veoma je kič)

Kako kičast se vam zdi 
prikazani predmet?
(1=zelo nekičast; 
7=zelo kičast)

A self-devised questionnaire was applied to estimate the participants’ level of 
expertise in the visual arts domain (see Table 2). The original German version was created 
by the senior author. The Serbian and Slovenian versions of this questionnaire were 
translated from an English version which was also provided by the senior author. Table 3 
shows how scores for art expertise were calculated.
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Table 2
Self-devised questionnaire for art expertise

German version 
(Carbon, unpublished)

English version (Carbon, 
unpublished)

Serbian version
(translated by 2nd 

author)

Slovenian version
(translated by 3rd 

author)
(1) Üben Sie 
kunstbezogene Hobbies 
aus (z.B. Malen, 
Tanzen)?

(1) Do you practice any 
art-related hobbies (e.g. 
painting, dancing)?

(1) Da li imate neke 
hobije povezane 
sa umetnošću (npr. 
slikanje, ples...)?

(1) Ali imate kakšne 
umetniško hobije (npr. 
slikanje, ples...)?

(2) Wie viele 
Kunstausstellungen 
besuchen Sie pro Jahr 
(durchschnittlich)?

(2) How many art 
exhibitions do you visit 
every year (on average)?

(2) Koliko često 
posećujete umetničke 
izložbe u toku godine 
(u proseku)?

(2) Kako pogosto 
na leto obiščete 
umetniško razstavo (v 
povprečju)?

(3) Wie viele 
Kunstbücher besitzen 
Sie?

(3) How many art books 
do you own?

(3) Koliko knjiga o 
umetnosti imate?

(3) Koliko umetniških 
knjig imate?

(4) Wie wichtig ist 
Ihnen Kunst? (1=gar 
nicht wichtig; 7=sehr 
wichtig)

(4) How important is art 
to you? (1=not important 
at all; 7=very important)

(4) Koliko je za Vas 
važna umetnost? 
(1=uopšte nije; 
7=veoma mnogo)

(4) Kako pomembna 
je za vas umetnost? 
(1= sploh ne; 7=zelo)

(5) Wie würden Sie 
Ihre Kunstkenntnisse 
einschätzen? (1=keine 
Kenntnisse; 7=Experte)

(5) How would you rate 
your knowledge of art? 
(1=no knowledge at all; 
7=expert)

(5) Kako biste 
ocenili svoje znanje o 
umetnosti? (1=početnik; 
7=stručnjak)

(5) Kako bi ocenili 
svoje znanje 
o umetnosti? 
(1= zelenec; 7= 
profesionalec)

Table 3
Coding of art expertise questionnaire (Carbon, unpublished)
Items Item type Coding
(1) Do you practice any art-
related hobbies (e.g. painting, 
dancing)?

Free text At least one art-related hobby from the visual 
domain reported (=2 pts.); only art-related 
hobbies from outside of the visual domain 
reported (=1 pt.); no art-related hobby reported 
(=0 pts.)

(2) How many art exhibitions 
do you visit every year (on 
average)?

Free text Number of art exhibitions reported equals 
number of points (2 exhibitions=2 pts.)

(3) How many art books do you 
own?

Free text No art books reported (=0 pts.); between 1 and 
10 art books (=1 pt.); more than 10 art books 
(=2 pts.)

(4) How important is art to you? 
(1=not important at all; 7=very 
important)

Rating Rating equals number of points

(5) How would you rate your 
knowledge of art? (1=no 
knowledge at all; 7=expert)

Rating Rating equals number of points

Ambiguity tolerance was measured using the German Inventar zur Messung der 
Ambiguitätstoleranz (IMA) by Reis (1996). According to the IMA-manual, persons scoring 
high on scales for ambiguity tolerance are likely to “(a) seek out ambiguity, (b) enjoy ambiguity, 
and (c) excel in the performance of ambiguous tasks” (MacDonald, 1970, quoted from Reis, 
1996, p. 7), whereas persons with low scores tend “to perceive or interpret information marked 
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by vague, incomplete, fragmented, multiple, probable, unstructured, uncertain, inconsistent, 
contrary, contradictory, or unclear meanings as actual or potential sources of psychological 
discomfort or threat” (Norton, 1975, quoted from Reis, 1996, p. 7). The IMA comprises 40 
items which discriminate between ambiguity tolerance regarding openness to experience (OE), 
role stereotypes (RS), parental image (EB), unsolvable problems (PR), and social conflict 
(SK). For each participant, six sum scores—five sub scores and a global IMA-score—were 
calculated in accordance with the IMA-manual: Twenty-four items featured a six-point Likert-
scale ranging from 1=very true to 6=not true at all. The original German version of the IMA 
has been validated and normative data is reported by Reis (1996). The Serbian and Slovenian 
versions of the IMA-scales were translated by the second and third author from an English 
translation by the first author. All versions of the IMA-scales are reported in Table 4.

Table 4
IMA-scales and translations

IMA (Reis, 1996) English version 
(translation by 1st author)

Serbian version
(translation by 2nd 

author)

Slovenian version
(translation by 3rd 

author)
IMA-subscale ambiguity tolerance regarding openness to experience (OE)
(1) Ich weiß gerne im 
Voraus, was mich in 
meinem Urlaub erwarten 
wird.

(1) I like to know in 
advance what to expect 
when I go on holiday.

(1) Volim da znam 
unapred šta da očekujem 
kada idem na godišnji 
odmor.

(1) Ko grem na 
počitnice, želim vnaprej 
vedeti, kaj lahko 
pricakujem.

(1=trifft sehr zu; 6=trifft 
gar nicht zu)a

(1=very true; 6=not true 
at all)a

(1=potpuno tačno; 6= 
uopšte nije tačno)a

(1=povsem drži; 
6=sploh ne drži)a

(8) Ich gehe am liebsten 
auf Parties, auf denen ich 
neue Menschen kennen-
lernen kann.

(8) I prefer going to 
parties where I can meet 
new people.

(8) Volim da idem na 
žurke na kojima mogu da 
upoznam nove ljude.

(8) Najraje hodim na 
zabave, kjer lahko 
spoznam nove ljudi.

(6=trifft sehr zu; 1=trifft 
gar nicht zu)b

(6=very true; 1=not true 
at all)b

(6=potpuno tačno; 1= 
uopšte nije tačno)b

(6=povsem drži; 
1=sploh ne drži)b

(11) Es macht mir 
manchmal Spaß, mit 
meinen Bekannten 
neue Unternehmungen 
durchzuführen.

(11) Together with my 
friends I sometimes enjoy 
going on new adventures.

(11) Ponekad uživam da 
zajedno sa prijateljima 
idem u nove avanture.

(11) Marsikdaj se 
zabavam, ko se s 
prijatelji odločimo za 
pustolovščino.

(17) Ich brauche eine 
vertraute Umgebung, um 
mich wohlzufühlen.

(17) I need a familiar 
environment in order to 
feel comfortable.

(17) Potrebno mi je 
poznato okruženje da bih 
se osećao/-la prijatno.

(17) Za to, da se 
počutim udobno, 
potrebujem znano 
okolje.

(21) Ich fahre gerne in 
Länder, die ich noch nicht 
kenne.

(21) I like to travel to 
countries which I do not 
know.

(21) Volim da putujem u 
zemlje koje ne poznajem.

(21) Rad/a potujem v 
neznane države.

(26) Ich mag es nicht, 
in irgendeiner Weise 
überrascht zu werden.

(26) I do not like to be 
surprised in any way.

(26) Ne volim nikakva 
iznenađenja.

(26) Ne želim si biti 
kakorkoli presenečen/a.

(34) Ich interessiere mich 
für ausländische Sitten und 
Gebräuche

(34) I am interested in 
foreign customs and 
traditions.

(34) Interesuju me strani 
običaji i tradicije.

(34) Zanimam se za tuje 
navade in tradicije.

(40) Ich kann mich 
leicht für neue Hobbies 
begeistern.

(40) I easily get inspired 
by new hobbies.

(40) Lako me inspirišu 
novi hobiji.

(40) Hitro se lahko 
navdušim nad novim 
hobijem.
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IMA (Reis, 1996) English version 
(translation by 1st author)

Serbian version
(translation by 2nd 

author)

Slovenian version
(translation by 3rd 

author)
IMA-subscale ambiguity tolerance regarding role stereotypes (RS)
(2) Frauen sollten sich 
beim Tanzen vom Mann 
führen lassen.

(2) When dancing, 
women should give men 
the lead.

(2) U plesu žene treba 
da prepuste muškarcima 
da vode.

(2) Med plesom naj 
bi ženska prepustila 
vodstvo moškemu.

(7) Die Kleidung sollte das 
Geschlecht des Trägers 
erkennen lassen.

(7) One should be able 
to identify gender by the 
kind of clothing a person 
is wearing.

(7) Pol neke osobe 
trebalo bi da može da se 
odredi po odeći koju ta 
osoba nosi.

(7) Spol osebe naj bi bil 
prepoznaven na podlagi 
tega, kako se oseba 
oblači.

(13) Eine Frau sollte sich 
entscheiden, ob sie Karriere 
machen oder Kinder haben 
will.

(13) A woman should 
decide between having a 
career or having children.

(13) Žena treba da 
izabere da li će graditi 
karijeru ili imati decu.

(13) Ženska bi se 
morala odločiti med 
kariero in otrokom.

(18) Ich finde es gut, 
dass es zunehmend mehr 
sogenannte „Hausmänner“ 
gibt.

(18) I appreciate that there 
is an increasing number 
of so-called “house-
husbands”.

(18) Cenim to što je sve 
više „muževa domaćica”.

(18) Dobro se mi 
zdi, da je vedno več 
tako imenovanih 
“gospodinjskih moških”.

(19) Auch homosexuelle 
Paare sollten Kinder 
adoptieren dürfen.

(19) Homosexual couples 
should be allowed to 
adopt children.

(19) Homoseksualnim 
parovima treba dozvoliti 
da usvoje decu.

(19) Homoseksualni pari 
bi morali imeti možnost 
posvojitve otrok.

(23) Ich finde es gut, wenn 
Lehrer sich von ihren 
Schülern duzen lassen.

(23) I appreciate it when 
teachers are on first-name 
terms with their pupils.

(23) Cenim kada se 
nastavnici obraćaju 
učenicima na ti.

(23) Dobro se mi zdi, 
ko se učitelji in učenci 
tikajo.

(36) Lehrer sollten zu ihren 
Schülern ein distanziertes 
bzw. klar abgegrenztes 
Verhältnis haben.

(36) The relationship 
between teachers and their 
pupils should be distant 
and clearly defined.

(36) Odnos između 
nastavnika i učenika 
treba da bude na distanci 
i jasno definisan.

(36) Odnos med učitelji 
in njhovimi učenci mora 
biti distanciran/zadržan 
in jasno definiran.

(38) Frauen sind in 
manchen Berufen einfach 
fehl am Platze (z.B. in 
Kirchenämtern oder beim 
Militär).

(38) Women are out 
of place in certain 
professions (e.g. clergy or 
military).

(38) Ženama nije mesto 
u nekim profesijama 
(npr. sveštenstvo ili 
vojska).

(38) Nekateri poklici 
niso primerni za ženske 
(npr. duhovništvo ali 
vojska).

(39) Ein Mann sollte sich 
ausschließlich seinem 
Beruf widmen können.

(39) A man should be able 
to dedicate himself only 
to his work.

(39) Čovek treba da 
može da se posveti samo 
svom radu.

(39) Moški bi se morali 
posvečati izključno 
svojemu poklicu.

IMA-subscale ambiguity tolerance regarding parental image (EB)
(3) Meine Eltern haben mir 
sowohl oft geholfen als 
auch oft geschadet.

(3) My parents have often 
both helped and harmed 
me.

(3) Moji roditelji su 
mi često i pomagali i 
odmagali.

(3) Tako pogosto kot so 
mi moji starši pomagali, 
so mi tudi škodovali. 

(5) Ich habe zu meinem 
Vater ein zwiespältiges 
Verhältnis.

(5) My father and I 
have an ambivalent 
relationship.

(5) Moj otac i ja imamo 
ambivalentan odnos.

(5) Z očetom imava 
ambivalenten odnos.

(6) Ich werde meine Kinder 
genauso erziehen, wie 
meine Eltern mich erzogen 
haben.

(6) I will raise my 
children exactly the way 
my parents raised me.

(6) Odgajaću svoju decu 
na potpuno isti način 
kao što su mene odgajali 
moji roditelji.

(6) Svoje otroke bom 
vzgajal/a natanko 
tako, kot so moji starši 
vzgajali mene.

(10) Ich habe zu meinem 
Vater immer ein gutes 
Verhältnis gehabt.

(10) I have always had a 
good relationship with my 
father.

(10) Uvek sam imao/-la 
dobar odnos sa ocem.

(10) S svojim očetom 
sem vedno imel/a dober 
odnos.
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IMA (Reis, 1996) English version 
(translation by 1st author)

Serbian version
(translation by 2nd 

author)

Slovenian version
(translation by 3rd 

author)
(15) Manches hätte ich bei 
meiner Erziehung anders 
gemacht als meine Eltern.

(15) In terms of my 
education I would 
have done some things 
differently than my 
parents.

(15) Kada je u pitanju 
moje obrazovanje, 
neke stvari bih uradio 
drugačije nego moji 
roditelji.

(15) Nekatere stvari 
povezane z mojo 
izobrazbo bi naredil/a 
drugače kot moji starši.

(20) Ich habe zu meiner 
Mutter ein zwiespältiges 
Verhältnis.

(20) My mother and 
I have an ambivalent 
relationship.

(20) Moja majka i ja 
imamo ambivalentan 
odnos.

(20) Z mojo mamo 
imava ambivalenten 
odnos.

(22) Es gab keine Konflikte 
zwischen mir und meiner 
Mutter.

(22) There were no 
conflicts between me and 
my mother.

(22) Između moje 
majke i mene nije bilo 
konflikata.

(22) Med mano in mojo 
mamo ni bilo nobenih 
konfliktov.

(24) Meine Eltern haben 
mich zu wenig geliebt.

(24) My parents have 
loved me too little.

(24) Moji roditelji su me 
premalo voleli.

(24) Moji starši so me 
premalo ljubili.

(31) Es gab Konflikte 
zwischen mir und meinem 
Vater.

(31) There were conflicts 
between me and my 
father.

(31) Između mene i mog 
oca bilo je konflikata.

(31) Med mojim očetom 
in mano so bili konflikti.

(32) Ich habe zu meiner 
Mutter immer ein gutes 
Verhältnis gehabt.

(32) I have always had a 
good relationship with my 
mother.

(32) Uvek sam imao/-la 
dobar odnos sa majkom.

(32) S svojo mamo sem 
vedno imel/a dober 
odnos.

(35) Meine Mutter hat mich 
geliebt, aber auch gehasst.

(35) My mother loved me, 
but she also hated me.

(35) Majka me je volela, 
ali me je i mrzela.

(35) Moja mama me je 
ljubila, a tudi sovražila.

IMA-subscale ambiguity tolerance regarding unsolvable problems (PR)
(4) Probleme, die 
mir als unlösbar 
erscheinen, empfinde 
ich als persönliche 
Herausforderung.

(4) I consider problems 
that appear unsolvable 
to me to be a personal 
challenge.

(4) Probleme koji mi 
izgledaju nerešivi vidim 
kao lični izazov.

(4) Probleme, ki se zdijo 
nerešljivi, si vzamem za 
osebni izziv.

(9) Mit Problemen, die mir 
unlösbar erscheinen, würde 
ich mich nicht ernsthaft 
beschäftigen wollen.

(9) I would not like to 
deal with problems that 
appear unsolvable to me.

(9) Ne bih voleo/-la da se 
bavim problemima koji 
mi se čine nerešivim.

(9) Ne želim se 
ukvarjati s problemi, ki 
se mi zdijo nerešljivi.

(12) Auch für viel Geld 
würde ich meine Zeit 
nicht mit Problemen 
vergeuden, die mir unlösbar 
erscheinen.

(12) Even for a lot of 
money I would not waste 
time on problems that 
appear unsolvable to me.

(12) Čak ni za velike 
pare ne bih traćio/-la 
vreme na probleme koji 
mi izgledaju nerešivi.

(12) Tudi za veliko 
denarja ne bi 
zapravljal/a svojega časa 
za probleme, ki se mi 
zdijo neresljivi.

(27) Probleme, die mir 
unlösbar erscheinen, 
versuche ich zu umgehen.

(27) I try to avoid 
problems that appear 
unsolvable to me.

(27) Pokušavam da 
izbegavam probleme koji 
mi se čine nerešivi.

(27) Problemom, ki se 
mi zdijo nerešljivi, se 
poskušam izogibati.

(30) Es erscheint mir 
sinnlos, mich mit 
Problemen zu beschäftigen, 
die mir unlösbar 
erscheinen.

(30) For me it is pointless 
to deal with difficult 
problems that appear 
unsolvable to me.

(30) Mislim da nema 
svrhe baviti se teškim 
problemima koji mi se 
čine nerešivim.

(30) Zdi se mi 
nesmiselno ubadati se s 
težkimi problmemi, ki 
se mi zdijo nerešljivi.

(37) Eine Beschäftigung 
mit Problemen, die mir als 
unlösbar erscheinen, kann 
auch dann für mich von 
Nutzen sein, wenn ich sie 
nicht lösen werde.

(37) Dealing with 
problems that appear 
unsolvable can be 
beneficial for me even if I 
am not able to solve them.

(37) Bavljenje 
problemima koji se čine 
nerešivim može biti 
korisno za mene čak i 
kada nisam u stanju da 
ih rešim.

(37) Ukvarjanje s 
problemi, ki se zdijo 
nerešljivi, se mi zdi 
koristno, tudi če 
problemov ne morem 
rešiti.
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IMA-subscale ambiguity tolerance regarding social conflict (SK)
(14) Ich versuche, 
Streitigkeiten zu 
vermeiden.

(14) I try to avoid 
conflicts.

(14) Pokušavam da 
izbegavam konflikte.

(14) Poskušam se 
izogibati konfliktom.

(16) Ich gehe Menschen, 
die sich gerne streiten, nach 
Möglichkeit aus dem Weg.

(16) If possible, I avoid 
people who like to argue.

(16) Kada je to moguće, 
izbegavam ljude koji 
vole da se svađaju.

(16) Č je le možno, 
se poskušam izogibati 
ljudem, ki se radi 
prepirajo.

(25) Ich gehe Streitigkeiten 
nach Möglichkeit aus dem 
Weg.

(25) If possible, I avoid 
conflicts.

(25) Ako je to moguće, 
izbegavam konflikte.

(25) Če je možno, se 
izogibam konfliktom.

(28) Ich versuche, mit 
jedem gut auszukommen.

(28) I try to get along 
with everybody.

(28) Pokušavam da se 
dobro slažem sa svima.

(28) Poskušam se 
razumeti z vsemi.

(29) Es ist für mich 
wichtig, dass andere Leute 
mich nicht für streitsüchtig 
halten.

(29) For me it is 
important that other 
people do not perceive me 
as quarrelsome.

(29) Važno mi je da me 
drugi ljudi ne vide kao 
svađalicu.

(29) Zame je 
pomembno, da me drugi 
ljudje ne doživljajo kot 
prepirljivega.

(33) Ich ziehe es vor, 
mit Bekannten über 
unverfängliche Themen zu 
sprechen.

(33) With acquaintances, 
I prefer to talk about 
harmless topics.

(33) Sa poznanicima više 
volim da pričam o nekim 
„bezbolnim“ temama.

(33) Z znanci se 
raje pogovarjam o 
neškodljivih temah.

a All items were combined with an identical six-point Likert-scale. For items 1, 2, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 
22, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 36, 38, and 39 ratings were coded from 1=very true to 6=not true at all.
b For inverted items (i.e. 3, 4, 5, 8, 11, 15, 18, 19, 20, 21, 23, 24, 34, 35, 37, and 40) ratings were coded 
from 6=very true to 1=not true at all. Thus, higher IMA-scores indicate a higher level of tolerance for 
ambiguity (Reis, 1996).

For the assessment of basic value orientation, the Short Schwartz’s Value Survey-
German (SSVS-G) by Boer (2014) was applied (see Table 5). The underlying model by 
Schwartz (1992) describes commonalities in content and structure of values based on 
empirical research in twenty countries. It postulates two universal value dimensions: Self-
enhancement versus Self-transcendence and Conservation versus Openness-to-Change. The 
first dimension relates to “the conflict between concern for the welfare of other people (high 
Self-Transcendence) and concern for individual outcomes and personal interests (low Self-
Transcendence)” (Lindeman & Verkasalo, 2005, p. 171), whereas the latter reflects “the 
conflict between the motivation to preserve the status quo and the certainty that conformity 
to norms provides (high Conservation), on one hand, and the motivation to follow one’s 
own intellectual and emotional interests (low Conservation) on the other hand” (p. 171). 
Participants rated the importance of ten abstract values—Power, Achievement, Hedonism, 
Stimulation, Self-direction, Universalism, Benevolence, Tradition, Conformity, and 
Security—on a six-point rating scale (1=not important at all; 2=not important; 3=not really 
important; 4=somewhat important; 5=important; 6=very important). For each participant 
four different scores were derived from these ratings: Self-enhancement (mean from scores 
on power and achievement), Self-transcendence (mean from scores on benevolence and 
universalism), Conservation (mean from scores on tradition, conformity and security), and 
Openness-to-Change (mean from scores on hedonism, stimulation and self-direction). In 
the case of the SSVS-G, the English version of the Short Schwartz’s Value Survey (SSVS) 
by Lindeman and Verkasalo (2005) served as a basis for translations into Serbian and 
Slovenian. In both versions, however, rating scales were adjusted to the six-point scheme 
of the SSVS-G. All translations were checked for translation correctness based on back 
translations by three native speakers from each country.
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Table 5
SSVS-scales and translations
SSVS (Lindeman & 

Verkasalo, 2005)
SSVS-G

(Boer, 2014)
Serbian version

(translated by 2nd author)
Slovenian version

(translated by 3rd author)
Instruction
Please read the following 
values and their 
descriptions. Following 
this, we ask you to rate 
how important these 
values are for you 
personally.

Bitte lesen Sie sich die 
folgenden Werte und ihre 
Beschreibungen durch. 
Kreuzen Sie dann an, wie 
wichtig diese Werte für Sie 
persönlich sind.

Molimo Vas da pročitate 
sledeće vrednosti i njihove 
opise. Nakon toga ocenite 
koliko su za Vas lično 
važne ove vrednosti.

Prosim, preberite 
naslednje trditve in 
njihove opise. Ko boste 
končali z branjem, 
prosim, ocenite, kako 
pomembna se vam zdi 
posamezna trditev.

How important are the 
following values for you?

Wie wichtig sind Ihnen die 
folgenden Werte?

Koliko su za Vas lično 
važne ove vrednosti?

Kako pomembne se vam 
zdijo naslednje trditve?

Response optionsa

1=not important at 
all; 2=not important; 
3=not really important; 
4=somewhat important; 
5=important; 6=very 
important

1=überhaupt nicht wichtig; 
2=nicht wichtig; 3=eher 
nicht wichtig; 4=eher 
wichtig;5= wichtig; 6=sehr 
wichtig

1=uopšte nije važno; 
2=nije važno; 
3=uglavnom nije važno; 
4=pomalo važno;5= 
važno; 6=veoma važno

1=zelo nepomembna; 
2= nepomembna; 3=ne 
prevec pomembna; 4= 
nekoliko pomembna;5= 
pomembna; 6=zelo 
pomembna

Values
POWER: social status and 
prestige, control of people 
and resources

MACHT: Sozialer Status 
und Prestige, Kontrolle oder 
Dominanz über Leute und 
Ressourcen

MOĆ: društveni status 
i prestiž, kontrola nad 
ljudima i resursima

MOČ: socialni status in 
prestiž, kontrola ljudi in 
virov

ACHIEVEMENT: 
personal success by 
demonstrating one’s 
abilities

LEISTUNG: Persönlicher 
Erfolg durch die 
Demonstration von 
Kompetenz gemäß sozialer 
Maßstäbe

POSTIGNUĆE: lični 
uspeh kroz prikazivanje 
svojih sposobnosti

DOSEŽKI: osebni uspeh 
na podlagi demonstracije 
lastnih sposobnosti

HEDONISM: pleasure 
and sensually rewarding 
experiences

HEDONISMUS: 
Vergnügen und sinnliche 
Belohnung des Selbst

HEDONIZAM: 
zadovoljstvo i iskustva 
koja pružaju čulna 
uživanja

HEDONIZEM: ugodje 
in čutno nagrajujoče/ 
prijetne izkušnje

STIMULATION: leading 
an exciting life, appeal 
of the new, seeking 
challenges in life

ANREGUNG: Aufregendes 
Leben, Reiz des Neuen 
und Herausforderungen im 
Leben

STIMULACIJA: 
uzbudljiv život, 
privlačnost novog, 
traženje izazova u životu

STIMULACIJA: živeti 
razburljivo življenje, 
privlačnost novega, 
iskanje izzivov v življenju

SELF-DIRECTION: 
independent thinking, 
acting, creating and 
exploring

SELBSTBESTIMMUNG: 
Eigenständiges Denken und 
Verhalten, Kreieren und 
Erkunden

SAMOUSMERAVANJE: 
nezavisno mišljenje, 
gluma, stvaranje, i 
istraživanje

SAMOUSMERJANJE: 
neodvisno mišljenje, 
obnašanje, ustvarjanje, 
raziskovanje

UNIVERSALISM: 
sympathy, appreciation, 
tolerance and protection of 
the well-being of mankind 
and nature

UNIVERSALISMUS: 
Verständnis, Wertschätzung, 
Toleranz und Schutz des 
Wohles aller Menschen und 
der Natur

UNIVERZALIZAM: 
saosećajnost, uvažavanje 
tolerancija i zaštita 
dobrobiti čovečanstva i 
prirode

UNIVERZALIZEM: 
simpatija, razumevanje, 
toleranca in varovanje 
blagostanja človeštva in 
narave

BENEVOLENCE: 
the maintenance and 
enhancement of people’s 
well-being in one’s social 
environment

SOZIALITÄT: Erhaltung 
und Verbesserung des 
Wohlergehens der 
Menschen, mit denen man 
regelmäßigen Kontakt hat

DOBRONAMERNOST: 
održavanje i 
unapređivanje dobrobiti 
ljudi u svom društvenom 
okruženju

DOBROHOTNOST: 
vzdrževanje in 
izboljševanje blagostanja 
ljudi v njihovem 
socialnem okolju
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TRADITION: respect, 
obligation and acceptance 
of customs and opinions 
that are directed by 
tradition or religion

TRADITION: Respekt, 
Verpflichtung und 
Akzeptanz von Bräuchen 
und Meinungen, die die 
Tradition oder Religion 
vorschreibt

TRADICIJA: poštovanje, 
negovanje i prihvatanje 
običaja i mišljenja koja 
su usmerena tradicijom i 
religijom

TRADICIJA: 
spoštovanje, upoštevanje 
in sprejemanje navad in 
mnenj, ki jih narekujeta 
tradicija ali religija

CONFORMISM: 
restraining one’s 
behaviour and desires 
because they might bother 
or harm others or offend 
social expectations and 
norms

KONFORMITÄT: 
Zügelung von Verhalten 
oder Neigungen, die Andere 
verärgern oder schaden 
könnten und die soziale 
Erwartungen und Normen 
verletzen

KONFORMIZAM: 
sputavanje sopstvenih 
ponašanja i želja jer bi 
mogle uznemiravati ili 
naneti štetu drugima 
ili uvrediti društvena 
očekivanja i norme

KONFORMIZEM: 
obvladovanje lastnega 
vedenja in zelja, ker bi 
lahko motili ali škodovali 
drugim ali kršili socialna 
pričakovanja in norme

SECURITY: protection 
and harmony, stability of 
society, relationships and 
the self

SICHERHEIT: Schutz, 
Harmonie und Stabilität 
der Gesellschaft, von 
Beziehungen und des
Selbst

BEZBEDNOST: zaštita i 
sklad, stabilnost društva, 
odnosa među ljudima i 
unutrašnja stabilnost

VARNOST: zaščita, 
harmonija in stabilnost 
družbe, odnosov in jaza

a The original SSVS by Lindeman and Verkasalo (2005) features a nine-point Likert-scale 
ranging from 0=not important at all to 8=very important. In the present study, response 
options were adjusted to the six-point scale of the SSVS-G.

Procedure
The study was conducted at the Universities of Bamberg (Bavaria), Belgrade (Serbia) 

and Ljubljana (Slovenia). In every location, the study was conducted according to the same 
procedure (Figure 2): Initially, participants signed an informed consent form and completed 
the art expertise questionnaire, the IMA-questionnaire (Reis, 1996) and the SSVS-G (Boer, 
2014). Subsequently, 208 images of everyday objects were presented and rated in terms 
of liking, familiarity, determinacy, arousal, perceived threat, and kitschiness. In order to 
minimize loss of vigilance, stimuli were rated in two sessions (k1 = 92 and k2 = 116). Within 
each session images were presented in a random sequence, while the order of ratings was 
identical for every stimulus.

Figure 2. Procedure of the study.
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Results

Initially, descriptive statistics for age, art expertise and personality scales 
were examined (see Table 6). Since some of the variables (age, IMA Problems, 
SSVS Self-transcendence, SSVS Self-enhancement, SSVS Openness-to-Change) 
had non-normal distributions, measured using the Shapiro-Wilk test, the non-
parametric Kruskal-Wallis test was used for all variables to test differences 
among the three cultures. Significant differences between the three subsamples 
were obtained for age, H (2) = 18.21, p <.01 and IMA Parental image, H (2) 
= 7.34, p <.05. Mann-Whitney tests were used to follow up these findings. 
Bonferroni correction was applied so effects are reported at a .0167 level of 
significance. It appeared that the Slovenian sample was older than the Serbian 
(U = 5, r = .83, p <.0167) and the Serbian sample had higher scores on IMA 
Parental image than the Bavarian (U = 31.5, r = .48, p <.0167).

Table 6
Descriptive statistics at the level of participants and Kruskal-Wallis H values for differences 
between the three groups (N = 36)

Medians and Interquartile Ranges
H

Total Bavarian Slovenian Serbian

Age 20.5
(3.0.)

20.0
(3.5)

22.0
(2.0)

19.0
(0.0) 18.21

Art expertise 15.0
(7.8)

12.5
(5.5)

16.0
(9.5)

18.0
(7.5) 5.15

IMA Unsolvable problems 29.0
(6.8)

29.0
(3.8)

27.0
(5.8)

31.0
(6.5) 2.50

IMA Social conflict 17.5
(7.8)

17.5
(11.8)

18.0
(6.3)

17.5
(7.8) 0.15

IMA Parental image 30.0
(12.5)

29.0
(14.5)

29
(7.5)

37.0
(13.3) 7.34

IMA Social stereotypes 43.0
(5.0)

43.0
(2.8)

42.5
(8.8)

42.0
(10) 0.60

IMA Openness 35.0
(8.5)

35.0
(8.5)

33.0
(9.8)

37.0
(8.5) 1.95

SSVS Self– transcendence 5.5
(1.0)

5.8
(0.9)

5.5
(1.0)

5.5
(0.9) 0.86

SSVS Self-enhancement 4.0
(1.4)

4.0
(1.4)

4.0
(1.4)

4.0
(1.4) 0.91

SSVS 
Conservation

3.5
(1.3)

3.5
(0.9)

3.9
(1.5)

3.0
(1.8) 0.80

SSVS Openness-to-change 5.0
(1.0)

5.0
(0.9)

5.2
(1.0)

5.0
(1.0) 0.36

Note. Bolded values are significant differences between the three groups at the level p <.0167, df = 2

The medians for averaged values for the six rating dimensions of 200 
kitsch images are shown in Table 7 (eight non-kitschy objects were excluded 
from analysis). In general, kitsch objects were disliked and described as non-
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threatening, non-arousing and highly determinate. Regarding perceived threat, 
80% (!) of all ratings were equal to or less than 2 on a seven-point Likert-scale 
ranging from 1=not threatening at all to 7=very threatening. Similarly, 54% 
of arousal ratings (1=not exciting at all; 7=very exciting) and 47% of liking 
ratings (1=I don’t like it at all; 7=I like it very much) were equal to or less 
than 2. Besides, 54% of determinacy ratings (1=not determinate at all; 7=very 
determinate) were equal to or higher than 6. Again, normality of distribution was 
assessed using Shapiro-Wilk test, and for some scales (kitschiness, liking, arousal 
and perceived threat) non-normal distributions were confirmed. Therefore, the 
Kruskal-Wallis test was used for all variables to test the cross-cultural differences 
in terms of these ratings. In three cases, ratings differed significantly between 
the three cultures: familiarity, H (2) = 14.42, p <.01, determinacy, H (2) = 15.61, 
p <.01, and kitschiness, H (2) = 7.67, p <.05. In the Serbian sample, images 
were rated as more familiar than in the Slovenian (U = 25, r = .55, p <.01) and 
the Bavarian (U = 7, r = .77, p <.01) samples, and more determinate than in the 
other two samples (Slovenian: U = 10, r = .73, p <.01, Bavarian: U = 27, r = .53, 
p <.0167). The Bavarian sample rated the images as kitschier than the Slovenian 
(U = 28.5, r = .51, p <.01).

Table 7
Descriptive statistics of averaged ratings of images and Kruskal-Wallis H values 
for differences between the three groups (N = 36)

Medians and Interquartile Ranges
H

Total Bavarian Slovenian Serbian

Liking 2.91
(0.90)

3.23
(0.85)

2.66
(0.29)

2.99
(1.03) 3.39

Familiarity 4.31
(1.43)

3.94
(0.63)

3.86
(1.79)

4.80
(1.36) 14.24

Determinacy 5.28
(1.16)

5.24
(1.02)

4.62
(1.34)

5.90
(0.87) 15.61

Arousal 2.75
(0.87)

2.52
(1.70)

2.80
(0.42)

2.72
(1.01) 0.79

Perceived threat 1.63
(0.87)

1.50
(1.10)

1.89
(1.29)

1.48
(0.84) 2.94

Kitschiness 3.86
(0.89)

4.31
(1.34)

3.79
(0.38)

3.68
(1.54) 7.67

Note. Bolded values are significant differences between the three groups at the level 
p <.0167, df = 2

For further exploratory analyses, multilevel modelling of crossed random 
effects was used (Heck, Thomas, & Tabata, 2013; Hox, 2010). This method 
has two assets: Firstly, the advantage of multilevel analysis over traditional 
univariate or multivariate analysis on one level with mean ratings of individuals 
or mean ratings of images (Muth et al., 2015; Silvia, 2007). Secondly, crossed 
effects modelling has an advantage over hierarchical multilevel models in that 
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it avoids the problem of whether to analyse data on the level of ratings done 
by individuals within images or images within individuals (Fischer, Carbon, 
Rutar, Stojilović, & Ortlieb, 2016). Models of crossed random effects are able 
to take multiple sources of variation into consideration—variations between 
participants, between images and their interaction, and individual replies (level 
1) are nested within participants and within images (level 2).

The restricted maximum likelihood method was used to evaluate the model. 
The significance of fixed effects was assessed using p values from the Wald test, 
and the significance of random effects was estimated using – 2ΔLL likelihood 
ratio tests and informative criteria (AIC and BIC) between two models including 
the same fixed effects (Hoffman, 2015). The values for denominator degrees of 
freedom were obtained by a Satterthwaite approximation.

Liking and kitschiness were defined as dependent variables. Ratings 
of familiarity, determinacy, arousal, and perceived threat, which varied with 
every new judgement, served as predictors on the level of kitsch stimuli, while 
constant values for art expertise, ambiguity tolerance, value orientation, gender, 
and age were included as predictors on the level of participants. All continuous 
predictors were centred on the grand mean.

Best predictors for liking

Initially, empty models (i.e. models without predictors) were modelled to 
split the total variance of liking. At both levels the diagonal matrix of random 
effects was defined providing an estimate of the variance for each random effect, 
and covariance between the two random effects was restricted to be zero. As 
a result, 17.7% of the total variation of liking is due to differences between 
participants, while 13.4% reflects variation between images. The remaining 
68.9% of total variation is residual variance which cannot be explained by 
variation either at the level of participants or images (Table 8, Model I).

For the next model, both individual ratings of familiarity, determinacy, 
arousal, and perceived threat and their interactions were used. Three level-1 
covariates were significantly related to liking judgements: arousal, familiarity 
and perceived threat. In Model II (Table 8) predictors on the level of participants 
are included. Predictors and interactions which were not significant were left 
out. Only for the SSVS-scale Self-transcendence a significant interrelation 
with liking was obtained: Higher scores on Self-transcendence were positively 
correlated with liking of kitsch objects. Relative to the empty model, predictors 
of Model II reduced the residual variance by pseudo-R2

res = .31, image random 
variance by pseudo-R2

img = .38 and subject random variance by pseudo-R2
sub = 

.49. Model II reduced total variance from 3.36 (empty model) to 2.19, hence 
explaining 35% of total variance.
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Table 8
Results for crossed subjects and images conditional models for liking with random intercepts 
(Models I and II) and random slopes (Model III). Bold values are p <.05.

Model Effects Model I Model II Model III (ref group 
Male)

Est. SE p < Est. SE p < Est. SE p <

Model for the Means
Intercept 3.038 0.138 .001 3.059 0.108 .001 3.180 0.144 .001
Arousal 0.613 0.012 .001 0.603 0.036 .001
Familiarity 0.121 0.010 .001 0.059 0.032 n.s.
Perceived threat -0.248 0.014 .001 -0.132 0.042 .01
Arousal * Perceived threat -0.052 0.007 .001 -0.040 0.008 .001
SSVS Self-transcendence 0.435 0.165 .05 0.460 0.163 .01
Gender (Female) -0.168 0.201 ns
Gender (Female)* 
Familiarity 0.130 0.045 .01

Gender (Female)* 
Perceived threat -0.160 0.058 .05

Model for the Variance
Residual 2.314 0.039 .001 1.595 0.027 .001 1.425 0.024 .001
Image Random Intercept 
Variance 0.451 0.052 .001 0.229 0.028 .001 0.203 0.025 .001

Subject Random Intercept 
Variance 0.596 0.145 .001 0.364 0.090 .001 0.336 0.088 .001

Subject Random Arousal 
Slope Variance 0.040 0.011 .001

Subject Random 
Familiarity Slope Variance 0.016 0.004 .001

Subject Random Perceived 
threat Slope Variance 0.021 0.008 .05

In the last model, we examined the extent to which the effects of the image 
predictors show systematic individual differences by adding subject random 
slopes for the image predictors to the model (Table 8, Model III, Figure 3).We 
retained subject random effects for the intercept as well as for arousal, familiarity 
and perceived threat slopes. Given significant subject variation in the effect 
of three image predictors, the next step was to test that variation with subject 
predictors. The strongest interrelation with liking was obtained for arousal, b 
= 0.60, t (35.84) = 16.89, p <.01, d = 2.82. The importance of familiarity and 
perceived threat were moderated by gender: For female participants familiarity 
and liking were positively associated, b = 0.13, t (33.40) = 2.90, p <.01, d = 
0.50, while the negative correlation between perceived threat and liking was less 
pronounced for male participants, b = –0.16, t (21.81) = 2.74, p <.05, d = 0.59. 
Model III explained 39% of total variance.
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Figure 3. Illustration of final model for liking including strengths of relations based on 
regression coefficients. Legend: solid lines—positive regression coefficients; dashed 
lines—negative regression coefficients; numbers—unstandardized regression coefficients.

Best predictors for kitschiness

Again empty models were calculated to split total variance of kitschiness. 
At both levels the diagonal matrix was defined. 24.2% of total variation 
regarding kitschiness reflected differences between participants, while another 
25.0% was due to variations between images leaving 50.8% of unexplained 
residual variance (Table 9, Model I).

Ratings of familiarity, determinacy, arousal, and perceived threat as well 
as their interactions were added to the next model. Arousal and determinacy 
had a significant direct effect. Perceived threat, however, revealed both a 
significant direct effect and interaction effects with familiarity and determinacy. 
For Model II predictors on the level of participants were added (Table 9). Since 
non-significant predictors and interactions were left out, only two predictors on 
the level of participants were retained: cultural background and IMA-parents. 
Participants from Serbia and Slovenia rated images less kitschy than participants 
from Bavaria, b = –1.32, t (32.02) = 3.40, p <.01, d = 0.60; b = –0.81, t (31.98) 
= 2.31, p <.05, d = 0.41. Participants who scored higher on IMA-parents rated 
images as kitschier. Compared to the empty model, Model II reduced the residual 
variance by pseudo-R2

res = .10, image random variance by pseudo-R2
img = .06 and 

subject random variance by pseudo-R2
sub = .22. In sum, Model II explained 12% 

of total variance by reducing it from 3.79 (empty model) to 3.35.
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Table 9
Results for crossed subjects and images conditional models for kitschiness with random 
intercepts (Models I and II) and random slopes (Model III). Bold values are p <.05.

Model Effects Model I Model II Model III
Est. SE p < Est. SE p < Est. SE p <

Model for the Means
Intercept (ref. Bavarian 
sample)

4.062 0.175 .001 4.777 0.262 .001 4.739 0.250 .001

Arousal -0.298 0.012 .001 -0.289 0.035 .001
Perceived threat 0.174 0.016 .001 -0.041 0.058 n.s.
Determinacy 0.027 0.013 .05 0.096 0.020 .01
Familiarity -0.007 0.011 n.s. -0.029 0.025 n.s.
Perceived threat 
*Familiarity

0.027 0.007 .001 0.026 0.007 .01

Perceived threat * 
Determinacy

-0.027 0.007 .001 -0.018 0.008 .05

Serbian -1.325 0.390 .01 -1.205 0.372 .01
Slovenian -0.806 0.349 .05 -0.897 0.332 .05
IMA parents 0.053 0.022 .05 0.051 0.021 .05
Serbian * Perceived threat 0.224 0.080 .01
Slovenian * Perceived threat 0.227 0.076 .01
Serbian * Determinacy -0.087 0.041 .05
Slovenian * Determinacy -0.095 0.038 .05

Model for the Variance
Residual 1.927 0.033 .001 1.742 0.030 .001 1.560 0.027 .001
Image Random Intercept 
Variance

0.918 0.222 .001
0.890 0.094 .001

0.644 0.167 .001

Subject Random Intercept 
Variance

0.946 0.100 .001
0.721 0.183 .001 0.816 0.086 .001

Subject Random Arousal 
Slope Variance 0.036 0.010 .01
Subject Random Familiarity 
Slope Variance 0.017 0.005 .01

Subject Random Perceived 
threat Slope Variance 0.024 0.009 .01

Subject Random 
Determinacy Slope Variance

0.004 0.003 n.s.

In Model III we examined the extent to which the effects of the image 
predictors show systematic individual differences (Table 9, Figure 4). We 
retained the subject random effects for the intercept and all four image predictor 
slopes—arousal, familiarity, determinacy, and perceived threat. Arousal was 
negatively linked to kitschiness, b = –0.29, t (35.89) = 8.36, p <.01, d = 1.39, 
while interrelations with perceived threat and determinacy differed with regard 
to cultural background, F (2, 28.6) = 5.93, p <.01; F (2, 26.64) = 3.68, p <.05: In 
the Bavarian sample, perceived threat and kitschiness were unrelated, whereas 
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ratings of perceived threat were positively correlated with kitsch ratings in the 
Serbian and the Slovenian sample. A positive link between determinacy and 
kitschiness was only observed in the Bavarian sample. Model III accounted for 
18% of total variance.

Figure 4. Illustration of final model for kitschiness including strengths of relations 
based on regression coefficients. Legend: solid lines—positive regression coefficients; 
dashed lines—negative regression coefficients; numbers—unstandardized regression 
coefficients. Abbreviations: Bav—Bavarian; Ser—Serbian; Slo—Slovenian.

Liking and kitschiness
Finally, the relationship between the two dependent variables—liking and 

kitschiness—was explored using multilevel modelling. With liking as a predictor 
centred on the grand mean, a moderate negative relationship between the two 
variables was obtained, b = – 0.41, t (7140) = 41.52, p <.01, d = 0.50. This 
interrelation was not affected by cultural background.

Discussion

The German word kitsch has been adopted by many modern languages, 
including Serbian and Slovenian, yet it remains unclear whether its colloquial 
use is based on the same notion of bad taste. The aim of the present cross-cultural 
pilot study was to fathom differences and commonalities between concepts of 
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kitsch from Bavaria, Serbia and Slovenia. Thirty-six persons rated 200 images 
of kitsch objects in terms of liking, familiarity, determinacy, arousal, perceived 
threat, and kitschiness. Additionally, art expertise, ambiguity tolerance and value 
orientation were assessed and a multilevel regression analysis with crossed 
random effects was conducted to identify predictors for liking and kitschiness. In 
the following, we discuss results with regard to literature on kitsch and previous 
findings. Finally, the limitations of the present pilot study and the implications 
for further research are pointed out.

Descriptive analysis showed a consistent pattern: Most kitsch objects were 
disliked and a majority of them were characterized as perfectly harmless, highly 
determinate, but hardly arousing. From an item-based perspective, this accords 
with Kulka’s (1996) assumption that non-threatening content and determinacy 
are necessary, but not sufficient preconditions for kitsch classification. Of course, 
these item-characteristics have to be taken into consideration when we interpret 
results from multilevel modelling.

Independently of cultural background, kitsch was used as a derogatory 
term: Apart from mean liking ratings, this is clearly indicated by a negative 
correlation between liking and kitschiness that did not vary significantly between 
cultures. A moderately high interrelation between the two dependent variables 
also suggests that the relationship between liking and kitsch is an ambivalent 
one: Although it is widely acknowledged that a proclivity to “[k]itsch is to be 
found in every human being” (Schmidt, 1994, p. 136), it is rejected as overly 
simplistic and consoling.

What aspects of kitsch are most predictive of liking? Interestingly, arousal 
ratings allowed for the best discrimination between likable kitsch objects and 
rejected ones: While arousal was positively associated with liking, it was 
inversely related to kitschiness. At first glance it may seem that these findings 
support Berlyne’s (1971) basic assumption, that aesthetic appreciation results 
from an increase in arousal which is brought about by something surprisingly 
new, ambiguous or otherwise enigmatic. Upon closer examination, however, the 
range of arousal ratings and other item characteristics do not fit in: Mean arousal 
ratings were low-to-medium and a majority of kitsch objects was described as 
familiar, determinate and non-threatening. This pattern is perfectly in line with 
Kulka’s (1996) criteria for kitsch: In order to be comforting, kitsch objects need 
to appear familiar, unambiguous and perfectly harmless. Possibly, responses to 
kitsch also follow Berlyne’s (1971) positive correlation of arousal and liking, 
but only on a lower level. This hypothesis must be tested based on physiological 
measures of arousal. Due to our choice of method—self-reports instead of 
bio-feedback—our approach seems prone to emotional appraisal theories. In 
accordance with Schachter and Singer’s (1962) two-factor-theory of emotion, 
for example, arousal may also be regarded as the unspecific component of an 
immediate emotional response to kitsch. From this point of view, the close 
interrelation between liking of kitsch objects and arousal seems concordant 
with the widely shared assumption that kitsch is liked for its capacity to 
“spontaneously trigger an unreflective emotional response” (Kulka, 1996, p. 26).
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Finally, it cannot be excluded that operationalization might have contributed 
to a positive link between arousal and liking. As ratings were used, the concept 
of unspecific arousal had to be translated into everyday language. Unfortunately, 
near equivalents of arousal from common language are either limited to certain 
contexts of use, or they convey an evaluative surplus meaning. In German and 
Serbian, for example, the term “erregend/uzbuđen” implies sexual arousal, 
while the alternative translation “aufregend/uzbudljiv” (exciting) may also be 
used to express aesthetic appreciation. Thus, our choice of wording (“aufregend/
uzbudljiv”) might partly explain why stimuli were rated concordantly in terms 
of liking and arousal.

The SSVS-dimension of Self-transcendence reflects sympathy, tolerance 
and well-being of one’s social environment. Across all samples, commitment to 
these values was positively related to liking of kitsch objects. Since kitsch ratings 
were unrelated to SSVS-scores for self-transcendence, it appears that participants 
scoring high on self-transcendence did not judge stimuli less harshly. They rate 
these objects as likable in spite of the fact that they recognize them as kitsch. 
Interestingly, self-transcendence figures prominently in Dissanayake’s (1990) 
study on the arts in pre-modern societies: From a cross-cultural perspective, 
she argues that―with the only exception being Western avant-garde art―art 
production was originally about sharing “valued states of mind and body such as 
self-transcendence [and] intimacy with our fellows” (Dissanayake, 1990, p.132). 
Possibly the familiar, unambiguous and consoling qualities of kitsch compensate 
for these needs in Western societies (Ortlieb & Carbon, 2017).

Ambiguity of the parental image was associated with higher kitsch ratings. 
High tolerance of ambiguity regarding the parental image indicates that close 
relationships are not idealized, but reflected critically. Since students were 
overrepresented in all of the three samples, high ambiguity tolerance towards 
the parental image and higher kitsch ratings could be interpreted as statements of 
independent judgement from the younger generation: Although the parents are 
honoured and respected, the offspring claim autonomy with regard to aesthetic 
taste. This interpretation remains highly speculative since we cannot infer from 
our study data whether kitsch objects were truly perceived as “old-fashioned”. 
In any case, kitsch has been repeatedly associated with intergenerational 
competition (Avenarius, 1920; Stemmle, 1931).

Independent of cultural background, strengths of interrelations between 
familiarity, perceived threat and liking varied between male and female 
participants: A positive association between familiarity and liking was only 
significant for female participants (see Fig. 3). Besides, non-threatening content 
seemed more relevant for women than for men. These results are consistent 
with previous research from empirical aesthetics indicating that women tend to 
prefer stimuli with non-threatening content over stimuli with threatening content 
(Ortlieb, Fischer, & Carbon, 2016). However, there was no further indication for 
gender differences in terms of liking or kitsch ratings.
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To what extent do kitsch and kič reflect culture-specific notions of bad 
taste? So far, we have focused on cross-cultural commonalities. Multilevel 
modelling also suggests some minor cross-cultural differences: For participants 
from Serbia and Slovenia, kitschiness was positively associated with perceived 
threat, whereas participants from Bavaria rated kitschy objects as more 
determinate. Since the entire stimulus material was provided by researchers 
from Bavaria, it might be argued that these culture-specific results are due to 
the fact that kitsch objects were simply more familiar to the German subsample. 
However, there is no indication that stimuli were particularly typical for Bavaria: 
Apart from a Christmas bauble portraying Ludwig II of Bavaria, stimuli 
reflected an international canon of kitsch (e.g. Japanese maneki-neko; miniature 
Eiffel tower). Most importantly, there was no difference between participants 
from Bavaria and Slovenia regarding familiarity ratings. In the Serbian sample, 
familiarity ratings were even significantly higher than in the other samples. 
Anyhow, our culture-specific findings require replication and closer examination. 
For example, it would be desirable to conduct two otherwise identical studies 
based on a selection of typical kitsch objects from Serbia, respectively Slovenia.

As a very broad aesthetic concept, kitsch is applicable to “virtually 
anything subject to judgements of taste” (Cǎlinescu, 1987, p. 235). Due to 
the stimulus material used—images of everyday objects—findings cannot be 
generalized to phenomena outside of the visual domain (e.g. kitsch in music 
or literature). Strictly speaking, the present study has focussed on kitsch in 
interior decoration (e.g. German Nippsachen) at the expense of other aspects in 
the visual domain (e.g. kitsch in architecture). Additional research is needed to 
clarify the consistency of the kitsch concept across various domains.

Finally, with kitsch being a derogatory term, the issue of social desirability 
has to be raised: Especially since there is some preliminary indication for 
discrepancies between implicit and explicit kitsch judgements (Reiter, Ortlieb, & 
Carbon, 2015), future studies should include implicit measures. Participants with 
an academic background may be particularly reluctant to admit that they have 
a ‘heart for kitsch’. Since our pilot study was based on small samples which 
were also very homogenous with regard to age and education, results must be 
interpreted very cautiously. The three models presented in this paper have to 
stand further testing with larger, more diverse samples and stimuli before they 
can be generalized.

Conclusions

From the results of our pilot study, we conclude that there is a common 
understanding of kitsch which prevails over culture-specific aspects. Moreover, 
this shared notion of bad taste seems widely in agreement with prominent 
theoretical accounts of kitsch. So far, our findings are limited to the visual 
domain and a small homogenous sample. Further quantitative and qualitative 
research is needed to validate these findings and to shed light on the culture-
specific facets of kitsch.
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Zusammenfassung. Im Gegensatz zu Kunst wird Kitsch als gefällig, gefühlsbe-

tont und nostalgisch abgelehnt. Dennoch ist Kitsch allgegenwärtig. Warum ist un-

ser Verhältnis zu Kitsch so ambivalent? Und warum erliegen wir seinem Zauber von

Zeit zu Zeit? Einiges deutet darauf hin, dass Kitsch an Bedürfnisse nach Bindung,

Sicherheit und Intimität appelliert, die im Widerspruch zu unserem Streben nach Un-

abhängigkeit, Autonomie und neuen Erfahrungen stehen. Ausgehend von dieser These

stellen wir ein Modell vor, welches Veränderungen im ästhetischen Erleben mit den

verhaltensbiologischen Mechanismen der sozialen Distanzregulation verknüpft.

1 Einleitung

,,In jedem von uns steckt ein Tropfen Kitsch, weil Kitsch der
kürzeste Weg zur Versöhnung mit den Lebensumständen ist.”

— Schmidt, 1994, S. 14

Reiseandenken, Fanartikel, Glücksbringer und andere Nippsachen begegnen uns
auf Schritt und Tritt. Viele dieser Dinge lassen weder einen praktischen Nutzen
erkennen, noch gelten sie als ästhetisch wertvoll. Ganz im Gegenteil. Als Syn-
onym für ,,geschmacklose[n] Massenschund” (Pazaurek, 1912/2012, S. 349) gibt
uns Kitsch ein Rätsel auf: Einerseits als wertlos geschmäht, erfreut er sich an-
dererseits größter Beliebtheit. Welche Funktion erfüllt Kitsch? Norman (2004)
hat die These aufgestellt, dass wir gewisse Objekte – eine Schüttelkugel, eine
Spieluhr oder einen Glücksbringer – nicht wegen ihrer Einzigartigkeit oder ihrer
herausragenden künstlerischen Qualität schätzen, sondern weil sie angenehme
Erinnerungen (vgl. franz. souvenirs, dt. Andenken) und Vorstellungen hervor-
rufen, die uns Gefühle von Vertrautheit, Sicherheit und Zugehörigkeit vermit-
teln. Ist diese Annahme zutreffend, so müsste unsere Empfänglichkeit (bzw.
Geringschätzung) für Kitsch in Abhängigkeit von unseren Bedürfnissen nach
Sicherheit und Bindung variieren. Tatsächlich liegen empirische Belege dafür
vor, dass der Zusammenhang zwischen Vertrautheit (bzw. Neuartigkeit) und
Gefallen situativen Einflüssen unterliegt: Neuartiges (z.B. innovatives Design)

*Ortlieb, S. A., & Carbon, C. C. (2017). Kitsch oder Coping? Die biologischen Grundlagen
der sozialen Motivation als Determinanten des ästhetischen Erlebens. In C. Schwender, B. P.
Lange, & S. Schwarz (Eds.), Evolutionäre Ästhetik (pp. 145–162). Lengerich: Pabst.
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wird eher positiv bewertet, wenn sich die Befragten sicher fühlen (Carbon, Fae-
rber, Gerger, Forster & Leder, 2013) oder positiv gestimmt sind (de Vries, Hol-
land, Chenier, Starr & Winkielman, 2010). Umgekehrt werden moderne, nicht-
gegenständliche Kunstwerke von Probanden eher abgelehnt, wenn sie sich zuvor
gedanklich mit ihrer Sterblichkeit auseinandergesetzt haben (Landau, Green-
berg, Solomon, Pyszczynski & Martens, 2006). Schließlich gibt es Belege dafür,
dass die gedankliche Beschäftigung mit dem Tod zu milderen Kitschurteilen
führt (Raab, Ortlieb, Gebauer, Ettner & Carbon, 2015). Welche Mechanismen
liegen dieser Dynamik des Gefallens zugrunde? Besitzt Kitsch wirklich eine emo-
tionsregulierende Funktion? Um der Natur von Kitsch auf die Spur zu kommen,
gehen wir zunächst auf die Entstehungsumstände des Wortes Kitsch ein und
nehmen eine Begriffsbestimmung vor (Was ist Kitsch?). Anschließend klären
wir, warum Kitsch so außerordentlich beliebt ist obwohl er doch als ästhetisch
wertlos gilt (Warum ist Kitsch so populär?). Diese Vorüberlegungen bilden die
Basis für ein Modell, das Veränderungen im ästhetischen Erleben mit den ver-
haltensbiologischen Grundlagen der sozialen Distanzregulation verknüpft (Wie
viel Kitsch verträgst du heute?). Da es sich bei Kitsch um ein relativ junges
ästhetisches Konzept handelt, gehen wir schließlich der Frage nach, ob es dafür
zeit- und kulturübergreifende Entsprechungen gibt, die einen evolutionspsycho-
logischen Ansatz rechtfertigen: Wie universell ist Kitsch?

2 Was ist Kitsch?

Obwohl das Wort Kitsch nur etwa 150 Jahre alt ist, bleibt seine sprachliche Her-
kunft ungeklärt (Kluge & Seebold, 2011). Als Bezeichnung für minderwertige
Massenware tauchte es zwischen 1860 und 1870 im Münchner Kunsthandel auf
und breitete sich von dort bis weit über den deutschsprachigen Raum hinaus aus
(Dettmar & Küpper, 2007). Als Lehnwort hat Kitsch bis heute Eingang in viele
Sprachen gefunden (Fischer, Stojilović, Ettner, Carbon & Ortlieb, 2015). Paral-
lel zu seiner internationalen Verbreitung erweiterte sich auch sein Anwendungs-
bereich: Zielte der Kitschbegriff ursprünglich darauf ab Gemälde und Skulpturen
als billige Massenware zu disqualifizieren, so ist er heute als abwertende Bezeich-
nung grundsätzlich auf alles anwendbar, was eine Beurteilung unter ästhetischen
Gesichtspunkten zulässt, von Musik, Literatur, Film- und Fernsehformaten bis
zu Bekleidung, Architektur, Inneneinrichtung und Gartengestaltung (Cǎlinescu,
1987). Außerhalb der Alltagssprache bildet die Kunsttheorie den wichtigsten
Gebrauchskontext des Kitschbegriffs (Greenberg, 1939; Kulka, 1996; Pazaurek,
1912/2012). In Abgrenzung zu einem modernen Kunstverständnis, das eine fort-
schrittliche ,,Abweichungsästhetik” (Zeitler, 1995) fordert, steht Kitsch für alles
Gefällige, Erwartungskonforme, Gefühlsselige und Rückständige im ästhetischen
Bereich (Greenberg, 1939). In den nächsten Abschnitten stellen wir eine Kitsch-
definition vor, die sich aus einer Gegenüberstellung von Kitsch und Kunst ergibt.
In Kitsch and Art schlägt Kulka (1996) drei notwendige Voraussetzungen für
eine Kitschklassifikation vor: Erstens wird ein vertrautes Thema behandelt, das
im Betrachter spontan eine intensive emotionale Reaktion hervorruft. Zweitens
wird das Sujet so dargestellt, dass es für den Betrachter unmittelbar und ein-
deutig identifizierbar ist und drittens stiftet die Art der Darstellung keine neuen
Assoziationen in Bezug auf die behandelte Thematik.
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Abbildung 1: Mutter und Kind
als typisches Kitschmotiv.

Wie kommt er zu diesen Kriterien? Zunächst
macht Kulka (1996) darauf aufmerksam, dass
bestimmte Inhalte enger mit dem Kitsch-
begriff verknüpft sind als andere. Zu die-
sem Negativkanon zählt er Darstellungen
von Müttern, die wahlweise ein Baby auf
dem Arm halten oder ein weinendes Kind
trösten, Hundewelpen und Katzenbabys, En-
geln, röhrenden Hirschen oder Liebespaaren
beim Strandspaziergang. Was macht diese
Themen zu prototypischen Kitschmotiven?
Kulka stellt fest, dass es sich bei all diesen
Sujets um vertraute, positiv besetzte Inhal-
te handelt, die bei vielen Menschen spontan
eine starke emotionale Reaktion auslösen. Ei-
nige dieser Themen sind eher kulturspezifisch
(z.B. Engel oder röhrende Hirsche), während
andere auf allgemein menschliche Erfahrun-

gen Bezug nehmen (z.B. Mutter und Kind). Bei dem Sujet Mutter und Kind
(Abbildung 1) handelt es sich um ein besonders vielversprechendes Kitschmotiv,
weil es gemäß der ersten Bedingung auf eine stark emotional besetzte, intensi-
ve Bindungserfahrung Bezug nimmt, der sich kaum ein Betrachter entziehen
kann. An diesem Sujet lässt sich exemplarisch zeigen, dass jedes Stilmittel, wel-
ches den emotionalen Effekt eines Motivs verstärkt, zugleich die Wahrscheinlich-
keit einer Kitschklassifikation erhöht. Die Mutter sollte beispielsweise jung und
gutaussehend dargestellt werden, jedoch nicht aufreizend. Sie sollte einen ge-
sunden Eindruck machen, also weder übergewichtig noch mager wirken und ein
ebenmäßiges, symmetrisches Gesicht mit glatter Haut und Reifemerkmalen (z.B.
hohe Wangenknochen) aufweisen (Hejj, 2017). Um eine Projektion persönlicher
Gefühle und Erinnerungen zu begünstigen, empfiehlt es sich zudem auf indi-
viduelle Gesichtszüge zu verzichten und der Mutter ein Durchschnittsgesicht
ohne besondere Merkmale zu verleihen. Für die ansprechende Darstellung des
Kindes lassen sich ähnlich präzise Gestaltungsempfehlungen formulieren. Idea-
lerweise sollte es sich um einen Säugling oder ein Kleinkind handeln, das gesund
wirkt und einen Merkmalskomplex aufweist, der als Kindchenschema (Lorenz,
1943) bezeichnet wird: Ein großer Kopf im Verhältnis zum Rumpf, eine hohe
vorgewölbte Stirn, Pausbacken und tiefsitzende Augen. Dazu ein kleiner Mund
und eine kleine Nase sowie kurze, dicke Extremitäten. Diese Merkmale sind Teil
eines angeborenen auslösenden Mechanismus, der bei erwachsenen Individuen
eine Zuwendungsreaktion und Fürsorgeverhalten auslöst. Das Kindchenschema
ruft auch dann spontanes Entzücken hervor, wenn es bei Jungtieren einer an-
deren Spezies auftritt wie bei Hundewelpen und Katzenbabys. Darüber hinaus
ist das Motiv auf unterschiedliche Zielgruppen transponierbar. Nimmt man ei-
ne Einschränkung der Universalität – und damit der Zielgruppe – in Kauf,
so lässt sich der emotionale Gehalt des Motivs durch religiöse (aus Mutter mit
Kind wird zum Beispiel ein Bildnis von Maria mit dem Jesuskind), allegorische,
ideologische oder Heimatbezüge steigern. Das Ergebnis wäre dann ,,Devotiona-
lienkitsch” beziehungsweise ,,patriotischer Kitsch” (Pazaurek, 1912/2012).
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Abbildung 2: Moore (1961): Liegende
Mutter mit Kind.

Ist das Vorhandensein eines vertrau-
ten, gefühlsbetonten Themas allein
hinreichend, um von Kitsch zu spre-
chen? – Mit Sicherheit nicht: Der
Bildhauer Henry Moore hat beispiels-
weise eine Serie von Skulpturen zu
dem Thema Mutter mit Kind geschaf-
fen, die heute als Ikonen der klassi-
schen Moderne gelten (Abbildung 2).
Auffallend ist, dass sich das Motiv
in Abbildung 2 nicht auf den ersten
Blick erschließt, da es atypisch aus-
geführt wurde. Erst der Titel Liegende Mutter mit Kind (Moore, 1961) liefert
den entscheidenden Hinweis, wie das rätselhafte Gebilde zu deuten ist, wohin-
gegen das Objekt in Abbildung 1 keines Titels bedarf. Kulka (1996) leitet seine
zweite Bedingung logisch aus der ersten ab: Nur wenn ein Sujet unmittelbar und
eindeutig identifizierbar ist, kann es im Betrachter eine spontane emotionale Re-
aktion auslösen. Kitsch liegt also nur dann vor, wenn das gefühlsbetonte Thema
so dargestellt ist, dass es für den Betrachter unmittelbar und eindeutig erkenn-
bar ist (Kulka, 1996). Das dritte Kriterium besagt, dass Kitsch nicht originell
sein darf (Kulka, 1996). Abbildung 3 zeigt ein Bild von Max Ernst (1926), das
den Titel Die Jungfrau züchtigt das Jesuskind vor drei Zeugen: André Breton,
Paul Éluard und dem Maler trägt. Hier ist der Betrachter sofort im Bild: Die
Gottesmutter – zu erkennen an dem Nimbus – züchtigt das Jesuskind. Durch
ein kleines Fenster im Hintergrund beobachten drei Personen die Szene. Soweit
erfüllt das Werk also die zwei zuvor formulierten Kitschkriterien: Es wird ein
idealtypisches Kitschthema (Mutter und Kind) behandelt, wobei der emotionale
Gehalt des Sujets noch durch religiöse Bezüge gesteigert wird. Aufgrund der re-

Abbildung 3: Ernst (1926):
Die Jungfrau züchtigt das
Jesuskind vor drei Zeugen.

alistischen Malweise ist das Dargestellte für den
Betrachter unmittelbar und eindeutig erkennbar.
Zugunsten der Lesbarkeit des Motivs verzich-
tet Max Ernst auf formale Innovationen. Beim
Bildaufbau orientierte sich der Künstler sogar
nachweislich an historischen Vorlagen (Krischel,
1998). In einem entscheidenden Punkt verstößt
der Künstler jedoch gegen die Konventionen
der christlichen Ikonographie: Darstellungen von
körperlicher Misshandlung (vgl. Geißelung, Kreu-
zigung) sind zwar in der christlichen Kunst ebenso
gängig wie Darstellungen von Maria mit dem Je-
suskind. Max Ernst bricht jedoch mit diesen Dar-
stellungskonventionen, indem er beide Sujets in ei-
ner häuslichen Szene verbindet, die weder mit dem
Ideal einer harmonischen Mutter-Kind-Beziehung
noch mit dem Pathos der Passionsgeschichte ver-
einbar ist. Der Künstler stiftet also neue gedankli-
che Bezüge, indem er auf provokante Weise gegen
bestehende Sehgewohnheiten verstößt und die Ver-
letzung religiöser Gefühle in Kauf nimmt.
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Zusammenfassend lässt sich feststellen, dass Kitsch (A) ein gefühlsbetontes,
(B) eindeutig identifizierbares Sujet voraussetzt, (C) dessen Kontext oder Art
der Darstellung nicht von gängigen Klischees1 abweicht und daher keine Bot-
schaft vermittelt, die über den dargestellten Sachverhalt hinausweist (Kulka,
1996). Vor allem durch diese letzte Bedingung steht Kitsch im Widerspruch zum
Kunstbegriff der Moderne, der von Künstlern Originalität und eine kritische
Auseinandersetzung mit traditionellen Inhalten und Darstellungskonventionen
fordert.

3 Warum ist Kitsch so populär?

In Aesthetics and Psychobiology hat Berlyne (1971) die einflussreiche These for-
muliert, wonach die Wirkung von Kunst – sowie überhaupt von allem ästhetisch
Reizvollen – durch kollative Reizmerkmale vermittelt wird. Unter kollativen
Merkmalen versteht Berlyne das Erregungspotenzial einer Reizkonfiguration,
welches durch den Grad der Neuartigkeit, Mehrdeutigkeit, Überraschung, Un-
bestimmtheit oder Komplexität bedingt ist. Von Reizmerkmalen zu sprechen
ist eigentlich irreführend, weil Kollativität im Auge des Betrachters liegt: Ob
dem Betrachter etwas neuartig oder vertraut erscheint, hängt allein von seiner
Vorerfahrung, also von seinem Wissen und seiner Interpretation der Reizge-
gebenheiten ab (Carbon, 2014). Dennoch gibt es Fälle (z.B. kunsthistorische
Schlüsselwerke), die in Bezug auf alles bisher Dagewesene neuartig sind und
daher auf alle Menschen aufregend anders wirken. Auf den ersten Blick schei-
nen die bereits erwähnten Werke von Henry Moore und Max Ernst die Theorie
Berlynes zu bestätigen: Zum Zeitpunkt ihrer Entstehung zeichneten sie sich ent-
weder durch formale Innovationen oder inhaltliche Tabubrüche aus. Ihr Erre-
gungspotenzial kommt dabei sinnfällig in den heftigen ablehnenden Reaktionen
zum Ausdruck, die sie bei ihren Zeitgenossen hervorriefen. Als das Gemälde Die
Jungfrau züchtigt das Jesuskind vor drei Zeugen 1926 im Salon des Indépendents
in Paris zum ersten Mal ausgestellt wurde, sorgte es für lebhafte Diskussionen.
Solche Kontroversen wecken aber auch Zweifel an der Allgemeingültigkeit von
Berlynes Thesen: Wenn Kollativität tatsächlich den Schlüssel zum ästhetischen
Erleben schlechthin darstellt, warum wird das Neue in der Kunst dann von so
vielen Menschen zunächst so vehement abgelehnt (Carbon, 2011)? Neben ei-
ner weitverbreiteten Skepsis gegenüber künstlerischen Innovationen ist es aber
vor allem die ungeheure Beliebtheit von Kitsch, die Berlyne in Verlegenheit
bringt: Kitsch besticht gerade nicht durch Neuartigkeit, Mehrdeutigkeit, Über-
raschung oder Komplexität. Seine kalkulierte Wirkung beruht auf vertrauten,
emotional besetzten Themen und einer konventionellen, eindeutigen Wiederga-
be, die dem Betrachter ein unmittelbares Verständnis ermöglicht, ohne eine neue

1Unter einem Klischee (dt. Abklatsch) verstehen wir ehemals innovative Vorstellungen,
Stilmittel oder Kunstwerke, die aber mittlerweile veraltet oder abgegriffen wirken. Auf den
visuellen Bereich übertragen, wird durch diese Definition verständlich, wie es zu einer allmähli-
chen Verkitschung von ursprünglich innovativen Kunstwerken kommen kann: Durch zahllose
Reproduktionen werden beispielsweise Dürers ,,betende Hände”, Raffaels ,,Sixtinische Ma-
donna”, Van Goghs ,,Sonnenblumen” oder Klimts ,,Kuss” zu Klischees einer allgemein aner-
kannten Kunstauffassung. Somit sind sie fast allen Menschen vertraut, ihr emotional besetzter
Gegenstand ist dank einer realistischen Malweise unmittelbar identifizierbar. Darüber hinaus
zählen sie mittlerweile zu den Standardassoziationen, die wir mit der Vorstellung von Kunst
verbinden.
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Sicht auf den dargestellten Gegenstand zu provozieren. Zahlreiche Studien aus
der empirischen Ästhetikforschung belegen, dass Vertrautheit und Prototypika-
lität einen positiven Effekt auf unser ästhetisches Urteil haben. Der Effekt des
bloßen Kontakts (?, ?)[mere exposure effect ] trägt beispielsweise der Beobach-
tung Rechnung, dass Stimuli bei wiederholter Darbietung, also mit zunehmen-
der Vertrautheit, positiver bewertet werden. Diese und andere Befunde haben
zur Formulierung des Hedonic Fluency Models (Reber, Schwarz & Winkielman,
2004) geführt. Im Gegensatz zu Berlyne (1971) nehmen dessen Autoren an,
dass grundsätzlich ein positiver Zusammenhang zwischen ästhetischem Genuss
und der Verarbeitungsgeschwindigkeit besteht: Je geringer der kognitive Auf-
wand ist, mit dem ein Reiz verarbeitet wird, desto positiver wird er bewertet
(Reber et al., 2004). Dieser Ansatz macht die Popularität von Kitsch verständ-
lich: Die Fixierung auf vertraute Inhalte, das Festhalten an bewährten Darstel-
lungskonventionen und der exzessive Gebrauch von supernormalen Reizen (z.B.
übertriebenen Ausprägungen des Kindchenschemas) – all diese Aspekte deuten
darauf hin, dass der Reiz von Kitsch in einer, durch schnelle Reizverarbeitung
vermittelten, intensiven emotionalen Reaktion liegt. Viele Autoren haben die
allgemeine Zugänglichkeit und die Unmittelbarkeit des Effekts als Charakte-
ristika von Kitsch bestimmt (Cǎlinescu, 1987; Kulka, 1996). Interessanterweise
bilden diese Aspekte – Eingängigkeit, Sentimentalität, Trivialität – zugleich die
stärksten Einwände, die gegen Kitsch vorgebracht werden. Warum ist es verwerf-
lich, wenn uns Kitsch auf einer emotionalen Ebene unmittelbar anspricht? Oder
um es mit Burkhard Schmidt (1994) auszudrücken: Wenn Kitsch den kürzesten
Weg zum Wohlbefinden darstellt, ,,warum soll man nicht den kürzesten Weg
einschlagen?” (S. 14). Der Soziologe Pierre Bourdieu (1979/2012) hat in seiner
Kritik der gesellschaftlichen Urteilskraft darauf hingewiesen, ,,daß die gesamte
Sprache der Ästhetik von einer fundamentalen Ablehnung des Leichten befangen
ist” (S. 757). Er spricht in diesem Zusammenhang von einer heftigen Abneigung
(Ekel), die sich gegen alles richtet, was in ästhetischer Hinsicht ,,unmittelbar
zugängliche und deshalb als ,infantil’ oder ,primitiv’ verschriene Freuden bietet
(im Unterschied zu den aufgeschobenen Vergnügen legitimer Kunst)” (S. 758
f.). Die Ablehnung einer populären Ästhetik führt Bourdieu darauf zurück, dass
sie den gesellschaftlichen Eliten keine Möglichkeit zur sozialen Abgrenzung und
damit zur Legitimierung ihrer Privilegien bietet: Was allen Menschen aufgrund
ihrer allgemeinen Lebenserfahrung – also unabhängig von Status, Einkommen
oder Bildungsgrad – zugänglich ist, verspricht keinen Distinktionsgewinn und ist
somit nicht geeignet, um soziale Ungleichheit zu rechtfertigen.2 Der Kitschbegriff
bringt den von Bourdieu (1979/2012)beschriebenen ,,Ekel vor dem ,Leichten”’
(S. 757) auf den Punkt: Nach Pazaurek (1912/2012) bildet Kitsch als Synonym
für ,,geschmacklose[n] Massenschund [den] äußerste[n] Gegenpol zu künstlerisch
durchgeistigter Qualitätsarbeit” (S. 249). Zugleich deuten Bourdieus Analysen
auf einen Zusammenhang zwischen ästhetischen Wertungen und sozialen Inter-
essenskonflikten hin.

2Die Doktrin des Sozialistischen Realismus von 1932 verlangte von Künstlern den Verzicht
auf Abstraktion zugunsten einer allgemeinverständlichen, wirklichkeitsnahen Wiedergabe von
Themen aus dem Alltagsleben. In einer klassenlosen Gesellschaft sollte Kunst für alle unmit-
telbar zugänglich sein. Diese Kulturpolitik brachte eine ,,billige Massenkunst” (Ligeti, 2010)
hervor und zeigt einen der vielfältigen Bezüge zwischen politischen Ideologien und Kitsch auf
(vgl. Kundera, 1984/1999).
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4 Wie viel Kitsch verträgst du heute?

Der Gedanke, dass ein Zusammenhang zwischen dem ästhetischen Erleben und
sozialen Bedürfnissen besteht, ist nicht neu. Der Philosoph Edmund Burke
(1757/1989) hat dem Schönen bereits vor über 250 Jahren eine ,,soziale Qua-
lität” (S. 76) zugesprochen. In seiner Abhandlung Vom Erhabenen und Schönen
führt er aus, dass uns schöne Dinge ,,eine Gesinnung von Zärtlichkeit und Zunei-
gung [einflößen]” (S. 77), welche in uns den Wunsch weckt ,,sie nahe bei uns zu
haben und [...] bereitwillig in eine Beziehung zu ihnen [zu treten]” (S.77). Ellen
Dissanayake (2015) hat diese Vorstellung kürzlich wieder aufgegriffen: In Art
and Intimacy führt sie die menschliche Sensibilität für ästhetische Erfahrungen
auf jene Anlagen zurück, die uns von Geburt an für die Interaktion mit unserer
sozialen Umwelt empfänglich machen.
Im Folgenden beschreiben wir ein Modell, welches Veränderungen im ästheti-
schen Erleben mit den verhaltensbiologischen Grundlagen der sozialen Motiva-
tion verknüpft. Diesem Modell liegt die Annahme zugrunde, dass zwei wider-
sprüchliche Grundbedürfnisse für das menschliche Bindungsverhalten bestim-
mend sind: das Verlangen nach Nähe, Wärme und Zugehörigkeit einerseits und
das Streben nach Unabhängigkeit und Selbstbestimmung andererseits. Aus die-
sem Spannungsverhältnis ergibt sich das Dilemma der sozialen Distanzregulati-
on, welches Arthur Schopenhauer (1851) in seiner berühmten Stachelschweinpa-
rabel sehr anschaulich schildert: Wenn es kalt ist, nähern sich die Stachelschwei-
ne ihren Artgenossen auf der Suche nach Wärme und Geborgenheit. Je näher
sie sich dabei kommen, desto schmerzhafter spüren sie ihre spitzen Stacheln.
Sie streben also wieder auseinander, bis das Bedürfnis nach Wärme überhand-
nimmt und sie sich wieder aufeinander zubewegen. Dieser ,,Urkonflikt aus Au-
tonomie und Intimität” (Bischof, 2001) ist bei allen Tierarten angelegt, die in
geschlossenen, individualisierten Verbänden leben (z.B. Stachelschweine).3 Beim
Menschen gehen aus diesem Konflikt nicht nur allerhand Wahlverwandtschaf-
ten, Irrungen, Wirrungen, Kabalen und Liebesaffären hervor. Er liefert darüber
hinaus auch den Herzschmerz für zahllose Liebeslieder, Groschenromane und
Telenovelas.
Das Zürcher Modell der sozialen Motivation von Norbert Bischof (1975, 1993,
2001) ist ein systemtheoretisches Modell, welches die Dynamik der sozialen Di-
stanzregulation auf das Zusammenspiel von drei homöostatischen Regulations-
systemen und ein Hilfssystem zurückführt: (A) das Erregungssystem, (B) das
Sicherheitssystem und (C) das Autonomiesystem. Diese drei Systeme bilden
den Kern des Zürcher Modells. Ein zusätzliches Hilfssystem – das Coping Sys-
tem – wird nur aktiv, wenn die Aktivität der ersten drei Systeme durch eine
Barriere behindert wird (Schneider, 2001). Alle vier Systeme des Zürcher Mo-
dells werden im Folgenden in der Reihenfolge vorgestellt, in der sie im Laufe der
Ontogenese wirksam werden. Außerdem werden ihre möglichen Verbindungen
zum ästhetischen Erleben untersucht.
Das Erregungssystem reguliert das allgemeine Aktivierungsniveau eines Or-
ganismus. Es beruht auf der Annahme, dass wir auf neuartige, erwartungsdis-
krepante (soziale) Reize in unserer Umgebung mit einer zunehmenden Aktivität

3Ein individualisierter Verband bedeutet, dass sich die Gruppenmitglieder anhand indi-
vidueller Merkmale erkennen (z.B. Aussehen, Geruch, Laute). Soziallebende Tiere, die in
geschlossenen, individualisierten Verbänden leben, verhindern außerdem den Anschluss grup-
penfremder Individuen.
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des sympathischen Nervensystems sowie der endokrinen Stressachse reagieren:
Wenn uns nachts auf einer ansonsten menschenleeren Straße die dunkle Sil-
houette einer großen unbekannten Person entgegenkommt, erhöht sich unse-
re Herzschlagfrequenz. Abgesehen von einer erhöhten Reaktionsbereitschaft bei
unerwarteten Ereignissen oder potentiell bedrohlichen Begegnungen stellt das
Erregungssystem eine gewisse Grundaktivierung her, die als angenehm emp-
funden wird. Ob uns das aktuelle Erregungsniveau angenehm ist, hängt von
einem Sollwert ab, den Bischof (1975, 1993, 2001) als Unternehmungslust be-
zeichnet. Der aktuelle Grad der Aktivierung, wird mit diesem Wert fortlaufend
verglichen: Liegt der Sollwert deutlich über dem aktuellen Aktivierungsniveau
resultiert daraus ein Zustand der Erregungsappetenz (Neugier). Übersteigt die
Erregung jedoch die Unternehmungslust, so liegt eine Erregungsaversion vor
(z.B. Stress, Reizüberflutung). Für das Erregungssystem ist Unbekanntes – spe-
ziell fremde Artgenossen – mit Erregung assoziiert. Bei einer Erregungsaversion
vergrößern wir die Distanz zu der unbekannten Person, indem wir zum Beispiel
die Straßenseite wechseln. Wenn wir neugierig sind – also ein Erregungsmangel
vorliegt – können wir diesen durch Annäherung an einen unbekannten Artgenos-
sen ausgleichen. In diesem Fall gehen wir dem nächtlichen Passanten nicht aus
dem Weg, sondern sprechen ihn an. Das Erregungssystem weist seine höchste
Aktivierung auf, wenn wir uns in der Nähe eines fremden Artgenossen befinden
und dieser durch sein Auftreten zu erkennen gibt, dass er einen höheren Rang
beansprucht (Schneider, 2001). Heute lässt sich die Rangposition einer Person in
vielen Kontexten meist nicht direkt an ihrem äußeren Erscheinungsbild ablesen.
Abgesehen von physischer Überlegenheit (z.B. Kraftsport), Berufskleidung (z.B.
weißer Kittel; schwarze Robe), Rangabzeichen (z.B. Militär) und Statussymbo-
len (z.B. Markenkleidung; exklusive Autos) werden die ,,feinen Unterschiede”
auch an Umgangsformen und ästhetischen Präferenzen festgemacht (Bourdieu,
1979/2012). Wie wir bereits gesehen haben, knüpft Berlyne (1971) den ästheti-
schen Reiz eines Objektes an sein subjektives Erregungspotenzial: Je neuartiger,
komplexer oder mehrdeutiger es sich vor dem Erfahrungshintergrund des Re-
zipienten ausnimmt, desto aufregender wirkt es. Ob dies bei dem Betrachter
ein positives (,,spannend”) oder ein negatives ästhetisches Urteil (,,irritierend”)
hervorruft, hängt maßgeblich davon ab, ob der Toleranzbereich des Erregungs-
systems durch den Erregungsanstieg überschritten wird. Die Vorerfahrung des
Betrachters übt hier einen dämpfenden Einfluss aus: Je mehr Vergleichsmöglich-
keiten er hat, desto seltener wird ihm ein Reiz neuartig oder überraschend er-
scheinen. Das Erfolgsrezept von Kitsch hat bereits Zweifel an Berlynes Theorie
geweckt. Mit Blick auf das Zürcher Modell beschränkt sich ihre Gültigkeit auf
die ersten Lebensmonate eines Menschen, in denen das Erregungssystem noch
uneingeschränkt herrscht und einen großen Toleranzbereich aufweist. Säuglinge
wirken daher noch erstaunlich furchtlos. Für ein Neugeborenes ist eine hohe Er-
regungstoleranz wichtig, denn abgesehen von vertrauten akustischen Reizen –
zum Beispiel die Stimme der Mutter – ist für ihn alles neu und aufregend. Trotz-
dem sollte es sich nicht vor fremdartigen Umweltreizen verschließen, sondern
sich ihnen aktiv zuwenden. Diese scheinbar grenzenlose Neugier der Säuglinge
endet jedoch typischerweise kurz bevor sie sich aus eigener Kraft fortbewegen
können (Bischof, 1996). Um den achten Lebensmonat herum reagieren sie auf
unbekannte Personen ,,mit der sogenannten Achtmonatsangst” (S. 243). In die-
ser Entwicklungsphase tritt ein zweites Regulationssystem hervor, welches für
unser Sicherheitsgefühl zuständig ist.
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Das Sicherheitssystem verfügt über den Sollwert Abhängigkeit und funktio-
niert ansonsten genauso wie das Erregungssystem: Ist das aktuelle Sicherheits-
gefühl nicht mindestens so hoch wie der Sollwert, so ist ein Sicherheitsbedürfnis
gegeben. Im umgekehrten Fall liegt eine Sicherheitsaversion vor (Langeweile).
Vertrautheit ist mit Sicherheit assoziiert. Die einfachste Möglichkeit, um ein Si-
cherheitsmangel auszugleichen besteht also in der Annäherung an eine vertraute
Person. Gemäß dem Zürcher Modell ist eine maximale Aktivierung des Sicher-
heitssystems zu erwarten, wenn ein Kleinkind direkten Körperkontakt mit der
Mutter oder einer anderen primären Bezugsperson hat (Schneider, 2001). Mit
der Aktivität des Sicherheitssystems könnte die Beobachtung zusammenhängen,
dass viele Kleinkinder eine eigentümliche Vorliebe für vorhersagbare Abläufe
entwickeln und unduldsam auf kleinste Abweichungen von gewohnten Alltagsri-
tualen reagieren. In den ersten Lebensmonaten sorgt die Mutter oder eine ande-
re primäre Bezugsperson für optimal anregende Umweltbedingungen: Einerseits
schirmt sie den Säugling von besonders intensiver Stimulation ab, andererseits
stellt sie Blickkontakt her und regt ihn durch Berührungen (Kitzeln), einfa-
che Laute oder Silben (Babysprache), eine übertriebene Mimik und Prosodie
zu einer intensiven Kommunikation an (Dissanayake, 2015). In Art and Inti-
macy hat Ellen Dissanayake (2015) darauf hingewiesen, dass dieser besondere
Modus, in dem Erwachsene mit Säuglingen kommunizieren, kulturübergreifende
Ähnlichkeiten aufweist (z.B. Wiederholung, Rhythmisierung, Imitation, Übert-
reibung, Spannungsaufbau, Überraschung), die zugleich für Rituale und alle
Formen künstlerischen Ausdrucks typisch sind (z.B. Lyrik, Musik, Tanz, Thea-
ter, Malerei). Dissanayake zufolge bilden die biologischen Voraussetzungen für
das zärtliche, multisensorische Wechselspiel zwischen Mutter und Kind auch die
Grundlage für unsere ästhetische Sensibilität im Erwachsenenalter.
Mit dem Beginn der Adoleszenz wird schließlich das Autonomiesystem ak-
tiv. Es regelt den Freiheitsdrang eines Individuums. Wie intensiv dieser Wunsch
nach Unabhängigkeit ist, zeigt der Sollwert Autonomieanspruch an. Er speist
sich aus dem Vertrauen in die eigenen Fähigkeiten: Jedes Erfolgserlebnis, das wir
uns selbst zuschreiben, stärkt unser Selbstvertrauen und damit unseren Autono-
mieanspruch. Das Autonomiesystem hat die Besonderheit, dass es die Sollwerte
des Sicherheitssystems und des Erregungssystems beeinflusst (Bischof, 1975,
1993, 2001): Ein hoher Autonomieanspruch reduziert Abhängigkeit und steigert
die Unternehmungslust (siehe Abbildung 4).
Die Pubertät ist bei weitem nicht nur eine Phase körperlicher Veränderungen.
Der neuerwachte Autonomieanspruch führt vorübergehend zu einer Vermeidung
von vertrauten Bezugspersonen (Eltern, Geschwistern). Im Gegenzug übt die so-
ziale Umwelt außerhalb des Elternhauses eine große Anziehung aus. Typischer-
weise geht diese soziale Neuorientierung mit einer tiefgreifenden Veränderung
von ästhetischen Präferenzen einher: Musikgeschmack, Haarfarbe, Kleidungsstil
und Einstellungen zu Körperschmuck orientieren sich nun verstärkt an Idolen
und anderen Gleichaltrigen. Der allzu vertraute Geschmack der Eltern wirkt da-
gegen zunehmend altmodisch, bieder, langweilig oder eben kitschig (Stemmle,
1931). Weitere Quellen belegen, dass der Kitschbegriff zu Beginn des 20. Jahr-
hunderts explizit mit Intergenerationenkonflikten in Verbindung gebracht wur-
de: So berichtet Avenarius (1920), dass etablierte Künstler von Vertretern der
jungen Künstlergeneration gerne als ,,Kitschiers” (S. 222) bezeichnet wurden.
Das Coping System ist ein Hilfssystem. Es greift nur ein, wenn ein Ausgleich
von Erregungs- oder Sicherheitsbedürfnissen nicht durch Annäherung bezie-

9

A Cumulus

178



Abbildung 4: Sollwert des Autonomiesystems (Autonomieanspruch) nimmt Ein-
fluss auf die Sollwerte des Sicherheitssystems (Abhängigkeit) und des Erregungs-
systems (Unternehmungslust) (Bischof, 1975; 1993; 2001).

hungsweise Vermeidung möglich ist, weil eine Barriere dies verhindert (Schneider,
2001). Eine Prüfung stellt eine potentiell selbstwertbedrohliche Situation dar,
die wir gerne fliehen würden. Da Prüfungssituationen oft unausweichlich sind,
versuchen viele Menschen ihre innere Anspannung und ihre akute Sicherheits-
appetenz durch ein mitgebrachtes Stofftier oder andere Sicherheitssignale zu
regulieren.
Im Folgenden wollen wir die Systemdynamik des Modells anhand von zwei Sze-
narien beispielhaft illustrieren. Das erste Szenario ist in Abbildung 5 dargestellt:
Fühlt sich eine Person in einer ihr vertrauten Situation sicher und kompetent, er-
warten wir, dass sich diese Person als unabhängig erlebt und einen hohen Auto-
nomieanspruch erhebt. Gemäß dem Zürcher Modell ist der Autonomieanspruch
positiv mit einer gesteigerten Unternehmungslust (Neugier) und einer erhöhten
Erregungstoleranz assoziiert: Die Person wünscht sich einen Tapetenwechsel,
d.h. sie sucht aktiv nach neuen Eindrücken auch wenn dies unter Umständen
dazu führt, dass sie liebgewonnene Vorurteile aufgeben muss. Dieser Zustand
der Neugier macht die Person auch im ästhetischen Bereich für neue, ambiva-
lente und mehrdeutige Reize empfänglich, auch wenn sie zunächst fremd und
rätselhaft erscheinen und ein Umdenken erfordern.

Abbildung 5: Kitschaversion bei hohem Autonomieanspruch.

Abbildung 6 illustriert die Systemdynamik für eine unbekannte Situation, die als
potentiell bedrohlich wahrgenommen wird. Das Vertrauen in die eigenen Fähig-
keiten ist hier eher gering, wodurch der Autonomieanspruch absinkt. Die Person
ist der Situation nicht ganz gewachsen und fühlt sich von der Unterstützung und
den Bewertungen anderer Personen abhängig. Folglich sucht sie nach Anschluss-
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und Sicherheitssignalen, d.h. sie ist darauf bedacht, keinen Anstoß zu erregen
und soziale Zurückweisung zu riskieren. Anders ausgedrückt: Die Person möchte
sich in ihren Überzeugungen bestätigt sehen und sucht nach Rückversicherung.
Im ästhetischen Bereich äußert sich diese Haltung in einer Präferenz für ver-
traute, positiv konnotierte Reize, die eine flüssige Verarbeitung erlauben.

Abbildung 6: Kitschappetenz bei niedrigem Autonomieanspruch.

Abschließend bleibt noch zu klären, inwiefern Kitsch als eine anthropologi-
sche Konstante gelten kann. Äußerungen von Schmidt (1994) und Kundera
(1984/1999) legen dies nahe wenn sie betonen, dass ,,[i]n jedem von uns ein
Tropfen Kitsch [steckt]” (Schmidt, 1994, S. 14). Unser Modell knüpft an diese
Überlegungen an, indem es eine Verbindung zwischen den biologischen Grund-
lagen des ,,Urkonflikts von Intimität und Autonomie” (Bischof, 2001) und dem
Spannungsverhältnis von Kitsch und Kunst herstellt. Wenn sich das menschliche
Grundbedürfnis nach Sicherheit und Zugehörigkeit tatsächlich in ästhetischen
Präferenzen niederschlägt, sollte dieser Einfluss zeit- und kulturübergreifend
nachweisbar sein.

5 Wie universell ist Kitsch?

,,Wir können ihn noch so verabscheuen, der Kitsch gehört nun
einmal zum menschlichen Dasein.”

— Kundera, 1984/1999, S. 254

Kunstproduktion gilt als eine anthropologische Konstante (Dissanayake, 1992).
Jede bislang bekannte Kultur hat Artefakte oder bildhafte Darstellungen her-
vorgebracht, die keinen direkten Nutzen für die Lebenserhaltung erkennen las-
sen. Die frühesten Zeugnisse für eine solche Praxis – Steine mit geometrischen
Ritzungen – sind etwa 75.000 Jahre alt (Henshilwood, d’Errico, Yates & et
al., 2002). Über die Motivation zu künstlerischer Betätigung in prähistorischen
Gesellschaften und ihren adaptiven Wert lässt sich nur spekulieren. Feldbeob-
achtungen bei heutigen Naturvölkern legen nahe, dass die Künste in den Clan-
gesellschaften der Vor- und Frühgeschichte vor allem soziale Funktionen besa-
ßen (Dissanayake, 2015): Durch eine aufwändige bildnerische Gestaltung oder
performative Inszenierung von bestimmten Ereignissen, Orten, Personen, Arte-
fakten und Vorstellungen wurde deren besondere Bedeutung für das Wohlerge-
hen der Gemeinschaft hervorgehoben (Dissanayake, 2015). Imitation, Wieder-
holung und Rhythmisierung (Tanz und Ritual), der Gebrauch von gebundener
Sprache (Zauberformeln) in Kombination mit einer besonderen Prosodie (Ge-
betsgesang) dienten nach Ansicht von Dissanayake dazu, überliefertes Wissen
für die Mitglieder einer Gemeinschaft salient und emotional erfahrbar zu ma-
chen. Als multisensorische Mnemotechniken sorgte künstlerische Elaboration
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somit für eine nachhaltige Wissensvermittlung und stiftete darüber hinaus ei-
ne starke Verbundenheit mit der Vorstellungswelt der Gemeinschaft, welche die
Grundlage ihres Zusammenlebens bildete (Dissanayake, 2015). Die affirmative
Rolle, die den Künsten in prämodernen Gesellschaften hier zugeschrieben wird,
ist dem Selbstverständnis der sogenannten ,,künstlerischen Avantgarde” auffal-
lend fremd: Für ihre Vertreter ist gerade eine kritische Distanz zur Tradition
kennzeichnend (Cǎlinescu, 1987). Mit Selbstbewusstsein, Nonkonformismus und
Originalität stellen sie überkommene Denkmuster infrage und versuchen weit-
verbreitete Seh- und Hörgewohnheiten zu überwinden. Eine unkritische Verherr-
lichung von Orten, Ereignissen, Personen und Weltbildern käme ihnen nicht in
den Sinn. Eine solche Praxis erinnert eher an Heimatfilme, die pompösen Eröff-
nungsfeiern von internationalen Sportereignissen oder den Personenkult um po-
litische und religiöse Führer; an Phänomene also, die eng mit dem Begriff Kitsch
verbunden sind. Kitsch wird genau jenes unkritische und nostalgische Verhält-
nis zur Vergangenheit vorgeworfen, welches nach Ansicht von Dissanayake für
die Künste in prämodernen Gesellschaften adaptiv war, weil es eine emotionale
Verbundenheit mit der Gemeinschaft und ihren Werten stiftete.
Wenn ästhetische Präferenzen mit Bedürfnissen nach Sicherheit und Zugehörig-
keit beziehungsweise Unabhängigkeit und Autonomie zusammenhängen, wie
es unser Modell unterstellt, so müsste ein gesellschaftlicher Wertewandel zu
Veränderungen im Verhältnis von Kitsch und Kunst führen. Gibt es hierfür Be-
lege? Besteht in schweren Zeiten eine Tendenz zur ,,leichten Unterhaltung”? Seit
ein paar Jahren beobachten Zukunftsforscher bei jungen Menschen eine Rück-
besinnung auf traditionelle Werte. Manche sprechen sogar von einer ,,Neuen
Generation Biedermeier” (Krüger & Grünewald, 2014), die ihren Autonomie-
anspruch weitgehend aufgibt und sich vor den Zumutungen einer dynamischen
und globalisierten Arbeitswelt ins Private zurückzieht: ,,Man wünscht sich mehr
Querdenker und Widerspruchsgeist [und beobachtet stattdessen] verwundert,
dass junge Leute heute nicht mehr Karriere-fixiert sind, sondern anpassungsbe-
reit und fügsam” (Krüger & Grünewald, 2014, S. 1). Parallel dazu scheinen sich
auch die ästhetischen Wertmaßstäbe der Kunstwelt zu verändern: Chris Der-
con, Direktor der Tate Gallery of Modern Art in London, stellte 2014 in einem
Interview fest, dass die junge Künstlergeneration nicht länger schockieren oder
polarisieren wolle, sondern nach verbindenden Elementen suche: ,,In einer im-
mer komplexer werdenden Welt, in der sich niemand mehr wirklich auszukennen
vermag, sehnen sich die Menschen nach Zugehörigkeit. Kunst bedeutet heutzu-
tage, eine Form von Verbundenheit zu suchen, von Dazugehörigkeit” (Sebastian
& Dercon, 2014, S. 2). Und mit Blick auf die zukünftige Aufgabe von Museen
fügte Dercon hinzu: ,,Mit großer Wahrscheinlichkeit werden wir nach Kunstwer-
ken suchen, die uns helfen, uns zu erinnern. Das Alte wird vielleicht wichtiger
werden als das Neue” (S. 2).

6 Zusammenfassung

Was ist Kitsch? Mit Kulka (1996) haben wir den Kitschbegriff an drei not-
wendige Bedingungen geknüpft, wobei keine für sich hinreichend ist, um von
Kitsch zu sprechen: (A) ein gefühlsbetontes, (B) leicht identifizierbares Motiv
und (C) einen Kontext oder eine Art der Darstellung, die nicht von gängigen
Konventionen abweicht und nicht über den dargestellten Sachverhalt hinaus-
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weist. Anders ausgedrückt: Je besser die eindeutig identifizierbare Wiedergabe
eines gefühlsbetonten Sujets einem weitverbreiteten Klischee entspricht, desto
wahrscheinlicher wird sie als kitschig empfunden. Der Vergleich von Kitsch und
Kunst macht deutlich, dass hier zwei Formen des ästhetischen Erlebens im Spiel
sind: Der Reiz von Kitsch beruht auf einer schnellen, unbewussten Reizverarbei-
tung, wie sie für unsere Alltagswahrnehmung typisch ist. In Kombination mit
einem vertrauten, positiv besetzten Inhalt wirkt Kitsch somit affirmativ. Im Ge-
gensatz dazu zielt Kunst darauf ab die Automatismen unserer Wahrnehmung zu
durchbrechen (Shklovsky, 1917/2002), wodurch ein bewusster Reflexionsprozess
angestoßen wird, der neue Einsichten verspricht (Muth, Hesslinger & Carbon,
2015).
Warum gilt Kitsch als wertlos? Kitsch ist vertraut, gefühlsbetont und leicht
zugänglich. Daher wird er von Personen, die einen hohen Autonomieanspruch
vertreten und bestrebt sind neue Einsichten zu entwickeln, als gefällig, nostal-
gisch, sentimental und trivial abgelehnt. Indem Kitsch sozial erwünschte, nor-
mative und klischeehafte Vorstellungen (,,Gemeinplätze”) kritiklos bekräftigt,
frustriert er unser Bedürfnis nach Autonomie und Abgrenzung. Statt eine kri-
tische Distanz zu ermöglichen, wirkt Kitsch in diesem Fall aufdringlich.
Warum ist Kitsch so populär? Weil Kitsch vertraut, gefühlsbetont und leicht
zugänglich ist, wird Kitsch von Personen als beruhigendes und tröstliches Si-
cherheitssignal geschätzt, die darauf bedacht sind ihr Weltbild zu schützen.
Indem Kitsch also sozial geteilte Vorstellungen einer relevanten Bezugsgruppe
bekräftigt, befriedigt er Bedürfnisse nach Sicherheit und Zugehörigkeit.
Wie viel Kitsch verträgst du heute? Weil unser Kompetenzgefühl und damit un-
ser Autonomieanspruch situationsabhängig variieren, besteht ein ambivalentes
Verhältnis zu Kitsch: Wenn wir uns unsicher und abhängig fühlen werden wir
für seinen Zauber empfänglicher, während sich unsere Geringschätzung in dem
Maße verstärkt, in dem wir uns als kompetent und selbstbestimmt erleben.
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Paul Eluard and the Painter]. Kölner Museums-Bulletin, 1 , 4–18.

Kulka, T. (1996). Kitsch and Art. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State
University Press.
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conditions of the possibility of experience]. Zeitschrift für Tierpsychologie,
5 (2), 235–409. doi: 10.1111/j.1439-0310.1943.tb00655.x

Muth, C., Hesslinger, V. M. & Carbon, C. C. (2015). The appeal of challenge
in the perception of art: How ambiguity, solvability of ambiguity, and
the opportunity for insight affect appreciation. Psychology of Aesthetics,
Creativity, and the Arts, 9 (3), 206–216. doi: 10.1037/a0038814

Norman, D. A. (2004). Emotional Design. Why We Love (or Hate) Everyday
Things. New York, NY: Basic Books.

Pazaurek, G. E. (1912/2012). Guter und schlechter Geschmack im Kunstgewerbe
[Good and bad taste in applied art]. Bremen: Dogma.

Raab, M. H., Ortlieb, S., Gebauer, F., Ettner, J. & Carbon, C.-C. (2015). Vita
brevis, kitsch longae: when death was salient, kitsch appears less kitschy.
Perception, 44 (S), 19.

Reber, R., Schwarz, N. & Winkielman, P. (2004). Processing fluency and aes-
thetic pleasure: Is beauty in the perceiver’s processing experience? Per-
sonality and Social Psychology Review , 8 (4), 364–382. doi: 10.1207/
s15327957pspr0804\ 3

Schneider, M. (2001). Systems theory of social motivation. In N. J. Smelser &
P. B. Baltes (Hrsg.), International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral
Sciences (S. 10120–10125). New York, NY: Elsevier.

Schopenhauer, A. (1851). Parerga und Paralipomena: Kleine philosophische
Schriften (Bd. Zweiter Band). Berlin: Hayn.

Sebastian, B. C. & Dercon, C. (2014, Januar 9th). Kunst soll verbinden,
nicht gekauft werden [Art should connect people and not be purchased].
FAZ Online. Zugriff auf https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/

kunst-und-architektur/tate-modern-kunst-soll-verbinden-nicht

-gekauft-werden-12741326.html

Shklovsky, V. (1917/2002). From ‘art as technique’. In C. Harrison & P. Wood
(Hrsg.), Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas (S.
277–281). Oxford, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.

Stemmle, R. A. (1931). Kampf um Kitsch. 3 Akte Schule. Volksbühnen-Verlag.
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BACK TO THE ROOTS
TOWARDS A NEW “AESTHETIC FROM BELOW”

For popular aesthetics 
content is generally more 

important than style 
(Bourdieu, 1979)
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There is empirical
indication, that
content is processed
prior to style 
(Augustin et al. 2008) 
and that content-
related associations
make the best
predictors of
aesthetic liking
(Janković, 2015)

• content with a positive emotional charge…

• which is immediately identifiable thanks to…

• a perfectly conventional manner of depiction.

The aesthetic appeal of kitsch consists of…

But still…
(Ortlieb & Carbon, 2019b; Kulka, 1996) … or premodern art. (Dissanayake, 2015)

Take kitsch, for example:

*Hedonic Fluency Model (Reber et al., 2004) 
accounts for the formal aspects of kitsch: 

• Immediate identifiability means high 
perceptual fluency (“the ease of 
identifying the physical identity of the 
stimulus”, p. 367)

• Perfect conventionality implies high 
conceptual fluency (“ease of mental 
operations concerned with stimulus 
meaning and its relation to semantic 
knowledge structures”, p. 367)

What about emotionally rich content?!

No worries, it’s just another 
case for Hedonic Fluency!*
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Damn, I totally forgot about 
Fechner’s Association Principle!

Conclusion: Against Fechner’s (1866) original idea of an aesthetic from below, today’s models of aesthetic liking―including 
fluency-based ones―exclude what is essential for popular taste and premodern art: emotionally rich content.     

Although an orange is never perfectly round with a rough surface, I prefer the image of   
an orange (A) to the impression of a perfectly round polished ball of the same color (B).  

Apparently, pleasant content-related associations override the fruit’s formal deficits.

Not so fast, 
my friend! 

Im
ag

e 
So

ur
ce

: O
rtl

ieb
 &

 C
ar
bo

n 
(2

01
9a

; 2
01

9b
)

185



A Cumulus

A.8 Coping with Kitsch

Uwe C. Fischer1,2, Jelisaweta Vlasova1, Claus-Christian Carbon1,2,3, and Stefan A. Ortlieb1,2,3

1Department of General Psychology and Methodology, University of Bamberg, Germany
2Research Group EPÆG (Ergonomics, Psychological Æsthetics, Gestalt), Bamberg, Germany
3Bamberg Graduate School of Affective and Cognitive Sciences (BaGrACS), Germany

Coping with kitsch?
People with different coping-styles respond 
differently to decorative everyday objects 

According to Norman (2004) kitsch helps us to deal
with uncertainty and negative emotions. As a
consequence, we would expect people with
different coping-styles to show specifically different
reactions to kitsch: Sensitizers who are intolerant of
uncertainty and highly vigilant about threatening
information as they have little confidence in their
abilities should find kitsch more likable than
repressors who tend to overestimate their abilities
and habitually avoid or deny threatening
information to evade strong affect. Besides the
classical types, there are also combinations possible
with high cognitive defense and high vigilance
(ineffective copers; see box below) which we expect
in the beginning to react like sensitizers.

Sample

The sample comprised 56 participants (14 male;
Mage=22.2 years; SDage=5.4), mainly psychology
students who attended for course credit.

Method

Initially, participants answered socio-demographical
questions (e.g. gender, age, education) and
completed a standardized coping-style inventory
(ABI; Krohne & Egloff, 1999) prior to rating 208
images of decorative everyday objects from the
Bamberg Repository of Contemporary Kitsch
(BaRoCK) in terms of liking and kitschiness. For each
rating a 7-point Likert-scale was used (1=I do not like
it at all, 7=I like it very much; 1=not kitschy at all,
7=very kitschy).

For data analysis the sample was split into four
groups based on cut-off values from the ABI-
manual: sensitizers (n=17), repressors (n=19),
ineffective copers who scored high on vigilance and
cognitive defense (n=18), as well as non-defensive
individuals with low scores on both dimensions
(n=2; excluded from data analysis).

Due to the diversity of the 208 BaRoCK-images
concerning liking and kitsch ratings, the stimuli are
treated as separated units in an ANOVA with two
repeated independent factors (coping group and
rating item).
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Tab. 1: Results of the repeated measures ANOVA

Tab. 2: Results of the specific interaction contrast analysis

Fig. 1: Mean kitsch and liking ratings (k=208 images) for sensitizers, 
repressors and ineffective copers. Error bars indicate ± 1 SEM

The Bamberg Repository of Contemporary Kitsch
(BaRoCK) is an image database which was created
at the Department of General Psychology and
Methodology (University of Bamberg) for the study
of kitsch and related phenomena of everyday
culture. At present, the BaRoCK database
comprises 208 standardized high-resolution digital
images of decorative and devotional objects as
well as objects of daily use. In an ongoing
validation process these stimuli are rated by
students from different cultures in order to provide
reference data for future research. For further
information on the BaRoCK database and the
cross-cultural validation project, please contact
Stefan Ortlieb (stefan.ortlieb@uni-bamberg.de).

BaRoCK: Bamberg Repository of Contemporary Kitsch

We expected the following interaction hypothesis:

H1: μ(kitsch - liking)sensitizer < μ(kitsch - liking)repressor

Results

A group-wise comparison of sensitizers, repressors
and ineffective copers revealed complementary
responses for the objects with regard to kitsch and
liking: The different kitsch objects were rated from
the sensitizer group as more likable and less kitschy
than from the typical repressor group. Ineffective
copers showed a similar response pattern as
repressors (Fig. 1).

The general interaction of rating items and coping
groups showed a great significant effect for the
objects, F(2,414)=86.95; p<.001; ηp²=.296. The
specific contrast analysis for repressors and
sensitizers showed a highly significant effect across
all stimuli, F(1,207)=115.11; p<.001; ηp²=.357).

A significant interaction effect was also obtained for
ineffective copers and sensitizers, F(1,207)=117.18;
p<.001; ηp²=.361. However, this was not the case
for ineffective copers and repressors.

Conclusions

On the whole, findings confirm the main hypothesis
that repressors and sensitizers respond differently
to kitsch stimuli. Unexpectedly, responses of so-
called ineffective copers were similar to those of
repressors. When ineffective copers deal with kitsch
cognitive defense against an affective response
seems to overrule vigilant coping. As kitsch is highly
explicit, but usually not threatening, there is
apparently no need for sensitization. In the end,
‘keeping cool’ for kitschy emotions seems to
dominate the reception by different coping types.
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Source QS df MQS F p ηp²

Rating item (kitsch vs. liking) 665.89 1 665.89 145.61 <.001 .413

Error(Rating) 946.66 207 4.57

Coping group (sensitizer, 
repressor, ineffective coper) 4.71 2 2.35 28.94 <.001 .123

Error (Coping group) 33.71 414 0.08

Rating * Coping group 26.67 2 13.33 86.95 <.001 .296

Error (Rating * Coping group) 63.48 414 0.15

Sphericity was given for all factors (ε>.90)

Source QS df MQS F p ηp²

Rating * Coping group
(Sensitizers vs. repressors) 35.21 1 35.21 115.11 <.001 .357

Rating * Coping group
(Sensitizers vs. ineffective copers) 44.27 1 44.27 117.18 <.001 .361

Error (Rating * Coping group)
(Sensitizers vs. repressors) 63.31 207 0.31

Error (Rating * Coping group)
(Sensitizers vs. ineffective copers) 78.20 207 0.38

“Kitsch is the quickest means of reconciling oneself 
to circumstances” (Schmidt, 1994, p. 141)

The anxiety-related coping inventory (ABI) by Krohne
and Egloff (1999) is based on the two dimensions of
cognitive defense and vigilance regarding reactions on
threatening situations to represent the classical coping
types of sensitizers and repressors as well as two other
combinations (non-defensive and ineffective copers).

Cognitive defense
low high

Vigilance

low
Non-defensive 

copers Repressors

high Sensitizers Ineffective
copers

ABI: Anxiety-related coping styles
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Is kitsch more popular with people who value security over arousal?

It is frequently stated that kitsch answers needs for
security and belonging (e.g., Norman, 2004). If this is
the case people with a pronounced security motif
should rate potential kitsch objects as more likable
and less kitschy than people with a low need for
security. Regarding a complementary need for
arousal this response pattern should be reversed
(for detailed theoretical background see box below).

Sample

The sample comprised 56 participants (14 males;
Mage=22.2 years; SDage=5.4), mostly psychology
students who participated for course credit.

Method

Initially, participants answered a set of socio-demo-
graphical questions (e.g., gender, age, education).
Inter-individual differences in needs for security and
arousal were assessed with the standardized Motive
Profile following the Zurich Model (MPZM) by
Schönbrodt et al. (2009). A total of thirty items were
rated on a 6-point Likert-scale (1=very untypical for
me, 6=very typical for me) measuring five basic
motives from human attachment behavior: security,
enterprise (i.e., need for arousal), power, prestige,
and achievement. In the following only the results
from the first two dimensions are reported. Finally,
participants rated 208 images of decorative
everyday objects from the Bamberg Repository of
Contemporary Kitsch (BaRoCK) in terms of liking and
kitschiness. For each rating a 7-point Likert-scale was
used (1=I do not like it at all, 7=I like it very much).
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Results

For data analysis the sample (N=56) was split into
homogenous groups in terms of MPZM-scores for
security and arousal: For each of the two scales
participants with low scores (nsec_low=19; naro_low=20),
moderately high scores (nsec_mod=20; naro_mod=21), and
high scores (nsec_high=17; naro_high=15) were grouped
together according to their percentile rank. The 33rd

and 67th percentile served as cut-off criteria.

On the arousal dimension average kitsch ratings
increased monotonously across the three groups:
mean kitsch ratings were lowest among the low
scorers (M=4.20, SD=1.16) and highest among the
high scorers (M=4.35, SD=1.16). Regarding need for
security this trend was reversed. Here mean kitsch
ratings were highest among low scorers (M=4.48,
SD=1.20) and diminished among moderately high
(M=4.17, SD=1.16) and low scorers (M=4.20,
SD=1.20). A repeated measures ANOVA showed a
significant interaction effect, F(2, 414)=47.12,
p<.001, ηp

2=.185 (Fig. 1).

While mean liking ratings increased monotonously
from low (M=2.76, SD=0.74) to high scorers
(M=2.89, SD=0.95) on the MPZM-scale for security,
appreciation of decorative everyday objects peaked
among participants with moderately high arousal
scores (M=2.91, SD=0.84). A significant interaction
effect was obtained for liking ratings in a repeated
measures ANOVA, F(2, 414)=17.78, p<.001, ηp

2 =.08
(Fig. 2).

Discussion

In sum, our findings support the initial hypotheses
that decorative everyday objects are perceived as
less kitschy by participants who value security over
arousal and vice versa. In terms of liking ratings,
results were also in line with the assumption that
people with a pronounced need for security/arousal
should rate the BaRoCK-stimuli more/less likable.
Surprisingly, participants with a moderately high
need for arousal showed the same answer pattern
as participants with a high need for security. It
could be that kitsch plays different roles in arousal
management: Possibly, it is not only liked for its
capacity to ease tension (“calming down”) but also
for a mildly arousing effect (“cheering up”).

Contact: stefan.ortlieb@uni-bamberg.de

Figure 1: Mean kitsch-ratings for low, moderate and high scorers on 
the MPZM-scales for arousal (red line) and security (blue line). Error 

bars indicate ± 1 standard error of the mean.

Figure 2: Mean liking-ratings for low, moderate and high scorers on 
the MPZM-scales for arousal (red line) and security (blue line). Error 

bars indicate ± 1 standard error of the mean.

“Something in kitsch refers to homeland               
and familiarity” (Schmidt, 1994, p. 143)

Hypotheses of the present study were derived
from a functional model of kitsch and art (Ortlieb
& Carbon, under review) that relates aesthetic
liking to basic motives of social motivation (Fig. 3).
It posits that the ideas of kitsch and art represent
two complementary types of aesthetic experience:
a fluent one that offers immediate emotional
gratification (kitsch) and a disfluent one that
requires cognitive elaboration (art). Besides, the
model claims that preference for the one or the
other is linked to conflicting needs for security and
arousal. In accordance with the Zurich Model of
Social Motivation (Bischof, 2001) it predicts that
people with a high level of general self-efficacy feel
less dependent on others. This results in a higher
need for arousal (curiosity) that is likely to increase
their interest in unfamiliar conspecifics as well as
in innovative, cognitively challenging aesthetic
objects (art). By contrast, people who feel
vulnerable and dependent due to a low level of
self-efficacy are expected to show a higher need
for security (nostalgia). This attracts them not only
to familiar individuals but also to conventional
easy-to-process-stimuli that are charged with
positive emotions (kitsch).

Figure 3: A functional model of kitsch and art that relates aesthetic 
appreciation to complementary motives of social motivation.

Between nostalgia and curiosity: Linking aesthetic 
appreciation to basic needs for security and arousal
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A Cumulus

A.11 Kitsch: Is It Better than Its Reputation?

Introduction
Since its appearance in the late 19th century, the word
kitsch has been used to scorn something as
sentimental, simplistic and aesthetically worthless
(Kulka, 1996). Today, commercial kitsch is pervasive
and has found its way into the realm of art (see e.g.
works by Jeff Koons). Nevertheless, it still has a strong
negative and derogatory connotation and is often
used as a synonym for bad taste.
Thus, we assumed that implicit and explicit attitudes
towards kitschy objects may differ. As far as we know
explicit and implicit attitudes coexist in the human
mind (Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000). These
concepts, which are often associated with
unconscious and conscious representations, can vary
due to impression management, social desirability
(Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) and cognitive dissonances
(Festinger, 1962). Discrepancies are said to be
particularly likely for judgmental or controversial
constructs.
Hypothesising that kitsch is such a controversial
construct we predicted that participants would rate
kitschy objects explicitly worse than implicitly. Further
we wanted to test the suitability of implicit methods
of measurement for aesthetic research. As an implicit
measure an md-IAT was used (Gattol, Sääksjärvi, &
Carbon, 2011).

 

 

 

 

Category* Attributes* 
beautiful aesthetic, positve, tasteful 
ugly repulsive, unaesthetic, unsightly 
kitschy vulgar, trashy, sentimental 
plain simple, unpretentious, unfussy 
valuable precious, upmarket, significant 
worthless  poor, insignificant, dispendable 
* Translation of the German attributes used in the study. 

Intercorrelations between the implicit and explicit
measures are very small (rugly_beautiful= -.097, rplain_kitschy
= -.107, rworthless_valuabe=.143). See Hofmann, Gawronski,
Gschwendner, Le, and Schmitt (2005) for details on
low implicit-explicit correlations and their variance.

Discussion

Both beautiful and valuable seem to be implicitly
associated equally with both object categories (kitschy
cups or plain bowls) whereas the explicit rating shows
a clear distinction. We assume that these differences
between the implicit and explicit ratings can be due to
two reasons:
1. Participants were not consciously aware of their
equal attitude towards both plain and kitschy objects
(e.g. due to the negative concept of kitsch).
2. Participants were reluctant to admit that they felt
susceptible to kitschy objects.
Using the (md)-IAT brings along several limitations
which have to be considered carefully and
experiments using a wider range of stimuli are
necessary to ensure the findings of this study. The
differences between implicit and explicit judgements
found in the present study, might indicate that kitsch is
better than its reputation.

Theresia K. Reiter1,2, Stefan A. Ortlieb1,2,3, and Claus-Christian Carbon1,2,3

1Department of General Psychology and Methodology, University of Bamberg, Germany
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What is an md-IAT?
The multi-dimensional IAT (md-IAT) is an extension of the
classical Implicit Association Test (IAT) by Greenwald,
McGhee, and Schwartz (1998). The md-IAT allows to
measure indirect attitudes on more than one dimension
(Gattol, Sääksjärvi, & Carbon, 2011). This procedure yields
more detailed information about implicit associations and
attitudes and therefore allows to get an “implicit profile”
of certain constructs.
In the current study we were interested in the implicit
associations with regard to kitschy (and plain) objects by
testing the participants on three dimensions (Fig. 1): ugly-
beautiful, kitschy-plain and valuable-worthless.

Contact: Correspondence should be addressed to Theresia Reiter: theresia_reiter@web.de

Results
The IAT-test data was analysed per dimension using
the improved scoring-algorithm proposed by
Greenwald, Nosek, and Banaji (2003). The resulting D-
Measure provides information about the individual
response behaviour during the two test phases.
Only on the dimension kitschy-plain the mean D-
Measure showed a significant result, t(30)=2.49,
p=.019 (Tab. 2).
This means that participants only showed differences
in response time while matching the stimuli of the
concepts kitschy and plain counterintuitively to the
concepts of cup and bowl and vice versa (Fig. 2). This
means that they had slower reactions while sorting
the stimuli when the concepts “kitschy or bowl” and
“plain or cup” were paired. The concepts of ugly,
beautiful, valuable and worthless instead were
matched in equal speed to both concepts bowl (plain
objects) and cup (kitschy objects).
The explicit results show instead that there are
significant differences on all three dimensions kitschy-
plain, ugly-beautiful and valuable-worthless with large
to medium effect sizes (Tab. 3). So cups (kitschy
objects) were explicitly rated more kitschy, more ugly
and less valuable than bowls (plain objects).

 
 

Dimension t df p 
D-Measure_ugly_beautiful -.71 30 .485 
D-Measure_plain_kitschy 2.49 30 .019 
D-Measure_worthless_valuable -.39 30 .698 
Note. α < .05, test value = 0 
 

 

 

Category and dimension N M SD MDiff SDDiff t df p d 
cup_ugly_beautiful 31 2.83 .99 -1.84 1.29 -7.98 30 <.001 -2.16 
bowl_ugly_beautiful 31 4.67 .69 
cup_plain_kitschy 31 5.84 .59 4.00 .85 26.20 30 <.001 7.45 
bowl_plain_kitschy 31 1.84 .49 
cup_worthless_valuable 31 2.90 .86 -.70 1.10 -3.60 30 .001 -.78 
bowl_worthless_valuable 31 3.60 .89 
Note. α < .05, t-test for dependant samples 

 

Method

Participants. 31 subjects (17 females; Mage=27.0 yrs.,
SDage=5.2; normal or corrected visual acuity)
participated in the main experiment. All participants
were naive to the purpose of the experiment and
completed both the implicit and the explicit tasks.
Material. Visual stimuli used for both tasks were ten
pictures of either richly decorated cups or plain
bowls that were rated highly as kitschy or plain in a
previous study (n=12), (Fig. 2). For its usage in the
md-IAT three attributes were selected (n=9) for each
pole of the three dimensions kitschy-plain, beautiful-
ugly and valuable-worthless (Tab. 1).
Procedure. The experiment consisted of two
computer-based parts measuring a) explicit and b)
implicit attitudes towards kitschy and plain objects.
Half of the participants completed the implicit part
of the experiment first to prevent sequence effects.
The three IATs, each targeting one dimension, were
defined by a Java-based IAT-tool (Raab, 2013). Three
times in a row the participants were asked to match
the randomized presented stimuli (pictures and
attributes) according to the instructions to one of the
four categories (cup, bowl, kitschy, plain or ugly,
beautiful or valuable, worthless), (Fig. 1). Each IAT
consisted of five blocks comprising as usual both
practice- and test-phases.
For the explicit evaluation participants rated every
picture on a 7-point Likert scale on each of the three
dimensions (e.g. 1=ugly, 7= beautiful).

Table 1. Attributes selected for the md-IAT.

Figure 1. Screen-shot from the md-IAT

Figure 2. Stimulus material.

Table 2. t-tests of the three mean D-Measures.

Table 3. Mean values per category and dimension,   
t-values and Cohen’s d.
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