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In representational art, form and content intertwine, in ways import-
ant to the value of the work. Somuch is more or less truistic. But how
should we think of form, content or their interrelations, so as to make
sense of this? In particular, how should we, given the following com-
plication: prima facie, form is a feature of the work itself, of the re-
presentation really before us; whereas content, what the work
represents, is often fictional, and always absent?
Though he concentrates on what he calls ‘medium’, rather than

‘form’ – a choice that is certainly not merely terminological –
Michael Morris devotes this absorbing book to something very like
these questions. For each of the arts indicated in the title, his discus-
sion is structured around the need to accommodate the

Non-Distraction Thesis: Attending to themedium of a represen-
tational work cannot inevitably be a distraction from attending to
its content, or vice versa (p. 21).

And in each case, he attempts to accommodate the thesis so as simul-
taneously to solve a paradox. We can get some sense of that paradox
from the following question, framed for the case of painting (and
combining two questions Morris presents separately) (p. 8):

(Q.a) How can (i) we seem to see in a painting something which is
properly described as a face, when (ii) we know that there is no
real face there, but only something worked in paint?

To accommodate the Non-Distraction Thesis, we need to explain
how it is possible for attending to themedium to be away of attending
to content, and vice versa. Morris’s way to do that is to find an object
of appreciative attention that combines features both of medium and
of content – here, something like a face composed of paint. But what
could that be, if as (Q.a) suggests, what is worked in paint cannot be a
face? The answer lies in the idea of a real likeness.
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What are real likenesses? In a slogan (not Morris’s), they are real,
likenesses, but not mere likenesses. They are real entities, before us
when we appreciate representational works, and, at least in the case
of paintings and photographs, things we really see. They are like-
nesses, in that they resemble the real world entities we mention
when describing what the work represents. The face worked in
paint, for example, resembles a face. But they are not mere likenesses.
For the role of these resemblances is to underpin kind membership.
In virtue of resembling a face, the face worked in paint is, in a way,
a face. It is not a real face, of course: real faces are not made of
paint. But it is a face nonetheless. As a toy soldier is not a real
soldier, but is nonetheless a soldier, in a way; so the painted face is,
in a way, a face (Ch.2, §5).
It is a familiar idea that representations, at least of some kinds, re-

semble what they represent. But the familiar move is to appeal to re-
semblance to bridge the divide between the real and the absent,
between the representation before us and the thing, perhaps merely
represented, that provides its content. That forces a distinction,
between resembler and resembled, that at best promises little help
with accommodating theNon-DistractionThesis, and at worst threa-
tens to make accommodation impossible. In using resemblance to
underpin kind membership, Morris puts it to very different ends.
Moreover, on the familiar idea the resembler is the representation
itself: e.g. it is the painted canvas that resembles what the painting
depicts. On Morris’s view, in contrast, what does the resembling is
not the work (after all, the painting is not, not even ‘in a way’, a
face), but something ‘in’ the work, something grasped only by
those who understand that work. As Morris puts it, the resemblance
he appeals to is ‘deep’, not ‘surface’, resemblance.

What then, is this resembler; this real thing, distinct from thework,
that, in virtue of resembling a face, counts as a face? Morris describes
it as a set of elements in the medium, arranged by the artist, in such a
way as to exhibit a certain kind of coherence, or unity. He captures
that unity by saying that the elements exhibit ‘normative
interdependence’:

A group of things or features is normatively interdependent if
and only if none of them should have been there if it hadn’t
been appropriate for all of the others to be there (p. 61).

In sum, the artist’s job is to work the medium (and for Morris a
medium is first and foremost something artists use to their ends),
so as to create real, normatively governed unities. These unities re-
semble real things (such as faces), and, in virtue of that likeness,
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count, in a way, as instances of the kinds to which those real things
belong. The appreciator’s job is to direct her attention onto the real
likenesses the artist creates. Those real likenesses combine medium
and content: e.g. a painted face is composed out of paint, but
counts as a face. Since they are the objects of appreciation, attending
to themedium need not distract from attending to the content, or vice
versa: we can accommodate Non-Distraction. We can also answer
(Q.a). The real faces are not the only faces, and what we see in the
painting is both a face and composed of paint. And if, mindful of
my ‘complication’, we ask where in all this we pass from the real
and present to the absent and possibly fictional, the answer is:
nowhere. A real likeness of a face, though not a real face, is a face,
and is real. Content, properly understood, does not reach out to the
absent world of real faces and the like. As a result, it is as present to
us when we engage with the representation as is the representation
itself.
While this structure is common to painting, photography and the

novel, working through the details requires careful attention to the
distinctive features of each. Of particular interest are Morris’s ac-
counts of themedium in photography and novel writing. For photog-
raphy, he draws on predictable elements such as framing, focus and
depth of field. But their application, to give an account of the real like-
ness the photographer creates, a likeness that, for all its created char-
acter also reflects the influence of the photographic subject in
determining the result, proves both original and insightful. When
he turns to novels, his account of the medium is provocative and dis-
tinctive. It involves both the idea that the novel is, in some sense,
made to be performed (read out – perhaps to oneself) and that such
a performance will itself create ‘verbal mimes’ – oblique likenesses
in words, of its characters and scenes. Throughout, Morris imple-
ments an ‘art first’ methodology, on which a proper understanding
of the representational arts must begin with uses of the relevant
forms of representation in art, not their deployment outside it.
This is just one respect in which the book constitutes a refreshing re-
jection of orthodoxy in philosophical aesthetics.
For each art, the positive phase of Morris’s discussion is preceded

by a critical assessment of existing views. Generally these views have
not been designed to make sense of Non-Distraction. However,
Morris is able to connect them to his inquiry via the theme of
paradox. Existing accounts of pictorial representation or picture per-
ception can be read as offering various answers to (Q.a). There’s a
parallel question for photography (see below), which Morris uses as
a lens through which to view accounts of the role in photography of
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causation, and the possible consequences for its aspirations as an art.
And when he turns to the novel, Morris makes an exhilarating
attempt to argue that the traditional Paradox of Fiction (how can
we respond emotionally to characters we know not to exist?) is in
effect a version of his more general paradox, in its manifestation for
literature (how can we find in novels characters who seem to be
people, when what we find there is essentially something written?).
Much of this is original and fascinating, some is richly suggestive,

and its best ideas may be profound. The book would repay careful
study and long digestion. Though my own engagement with it is
only beginning, here are some initial questions and observations.
First, Morris’s ‘art-first’ approach to these issues opens up new per-

spectives, but at what cost? If we define real likenesses in terms of the
successful deployment of a medium to artistic effect, what arewe to say
about non-art pictures, photographs and prose? Seeing Hendrickje
Stoffels in Rembrandt’s portrait of her is in many ways continuous
with seeing a house in a child’s painting of one. Has the child
managed to create a real likeness too? If not, whence the continuity?
Of course, there are many, many differences between the two, together
forming a chasm in the possibilities for appreciation on offer. But do
any of these differences amount to the presence in the one case of a nor-
matively governed, visible real entity, the like of which is wholly absent
from the other?To sayNo invites the question of what normative inter-
dependence really amounts to, if even a child can create work meeting
the relevant norms. To sayYes is to postulate a difference in the objects
the pictures put before us that experience does not clearly confirm.
(Here it is worth noting that others who appeal to the idea of deep re-
semblance in analysing pictorial representations (e.g. Husserl,
Lambert Wiesing and M.G.F. Martin) construe the resembler in per-
ceptual, not normative, terms.)While at various pointsMorris wrestles
with something like this problem, especially for photography and the
novel, it is not clear his exertions succeed.
Second, while Morris’s efforts to make contact with existing litera-

ture are admirable and often illuminating, sometimes they misfire.
Consider his discussion of Walton’s idea that photographs are trans-
parent – that when we see a photograph, we literally see the object
photographed. That discussion is motivated by a paradox lurking
in a question analogous to (Q.a):

(Q.b) How can (i) we seem to in a photo something which is
properly described as a face, when (ii) we know that there is no
real face there, but only something worked in the medium of
photography?
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Walton’s view threatens to dissolve any paradox here: since to see the
photo is literally to see the originating object, the thing seen ‘in’ the
photo is a real face, after all. If transparency solves the problem, we
need not appeal to real likenesses to do so. Eager to avoid this
result, Morris sets himself against transparency. But the dialectic
here is more complex than he acknowledges. For one thing, since
the object photographed is not worked in the medium of photog-
raphy, justice has yet to be done to (ii). For another, Morris’s own
view dovetails neatly enough with Walton’s, properly understood.
Walton’s claim is that in photography we see the subject indirectly
by directly seeing something else. For Walton, that other thing is
the photograph. But why should it not be Morris’s real likeness? A
combined view thus beckons: by directly seeing real likenesses in
photographs, we see indirectly the objects that were before the lens.
The real likeness isn’t redundant, since only it meets both conditions
(i) and (ii). And the appeal to transparency allows us to recognize an
important continuity between art and non-art photos (thereby ad-
dressing part of my first question). For Walton makes the transpar-
ency claim as a way of accounting for ‘intimacy’ – our sense of
closeness to real world objects and scenes when we look at photo-
graphs of them. Intimacy seems to hold for photographs of all
kinds, be they art or not. The combined view can make sense of
this continuity. All photos are transparent, and so all involve intim-
acy. It’s just that for art photos we indirectly see the object before
the lens by directly seeing a real likeness of it, whereas for non-art
photos we do so by directly seeing the photo itself.
Finally, consider the role of resemblance in Morris’s theory. It is

supposed to underpin kind membership. But is resembling an F
really a way of being an F? To decide, it would help to have examples
of such grounding elsewhere, examples not too close to the very cases
at issue. The only examplesMorris offers are toy soldiers and their ilk
(Ch. 2). These are certainly not works of art. And they are in one
respect simpler than the art cases. For while paintings, photographs
and novels contain real likenesses, toy soldiers and wooden horses are
themselves such likenesses (p. 76). Even so, these examples remain
uncomfortably close to the phenomena they are intended to illumin-
ate. In all these cases we have something like representation, and that
makes it hard not to feel that they all raise the same basic questions.
All are artefacts designed to put before us entities that somehow
relate to real world kinds, such as faces; without themselves instanti-
ating those kinds in the usual way. Given this, it’s unclear whether
the analogy between painted faces and toy soldiers bolsters
Morris’s treatment of the former, or merely spreads the mystery.
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There may be good answers to these questions. Even if there are
not, Real Likenesses is an original and important contribution. It
contains many interesting discussions and ideas there has not been
space even to mention here. Its provocative, sometimes eccentric,
but fascinating and carefully thought through proposals should
help refocus debate in the philosophy of the representational arts
onto what are perhaps its most challenging issues.

Robert Hopkins
robert.hopkins@nyu.edu

This review first published online 3 February 2021

The Value of Humanity by Nandi Theunissen (Oxford University
Press, 2020).
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Nandi Theunissen’s The Value of Humanity tackles the distinctively
modern topic announced in its title – one most famously associated
withKant’s moral philosophy – by providing an account that is expli-
citly inspired by the ancients. According to Theunissen, Plato and
Aristotle held that what it is for anything to be good, or valuable, is
for it stand in a relation of benefit to something. Theunissen’s book
is an extended argument for the application of this general conception
of value to human beings in particular. Theunissen thereby hopes to
provide an alternative to the Kantian understanding of human value,
which she takes to be centered around the claim that human beings
differ from all other things of value in virtue of being good ‘in them-
selves’, i.e., independently of any relation they stand in to anything else.
In Chapter 1 Theunissen makes a series of distinctions concerning

value – including the relational/non-relational distinction central to
the book – and defends the idea that the ethical significance of human
beings is best explained as a species of recognition they are due in
virtue of their being valuable. She goes on to voice initial skepticism
in Chapter 2 about the Kantian notion of ‘absolute’ or non-relational
value before defusing the argument, in Chapter 3, that states some
things must be valuable in themselves if a vicious regress is to be
avoided. She concludes that there need be no such regress if we recog-
nize that something can stand to itself in a reflexive relation of self-
benefit. Chapter 4 gives a positive account of the all-important relation
inwhichwe stand to ourselves.Theway inwhichwe benefit ourselves is
by exercising our capacity to lead good lives – which capacity is the
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