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 In a relatively brief book Roger Scruton presents a very rich and multi-faceted 

study of beauty—one which will interest a wide variety of people, academics and non-

academics alike, for beauty, as questionable and as enigmatic as it may be, never leaves 

us indifferent but rather seems to make a claim on us.  If skepticism often prevails where 

beauty is concerned and if the relativism in our culture relegates judgments of beauty to 

the subjective realm, Scruton would have us think in a deeply philosophical way about 

beauty, for as he puts it, ―Beauty is a real and universal value, one anchored in our 

rational nature, and the sense of beauty has an indispensable part to play in shaping the 

human world‖ (x). 

 According to Scruton we take an interest in the beautiful for its own sake, because 

of its intrinsic value and not for any utilitarian reason.  Our interest in La Pensée of 

Rodin, for example, is in the particular sculpture itself and not for any purpose it may 

serve.  To want something for its beauty is not to want to do something with it but rather 

to want to contemplate it.  True interest in the beauty of art is therefore not merely 

sensuous interest but rather the Greek theoria which is contemplation.  The form and the 

order of an aesthetic object appeal not just to the senses but to the mind as well, and so 

the pleasure we experience in the beautiful is unlike the pleasures of eating and drinking.  

The truly beautiful is thus an appeal to the higher nature of the human person, engaging 

the life of the mind. 
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 That the beautiful should engage the rationality of persons, as moral judgments 

and scientific beliefs also engage our reason, is of particular relevance where human 

beauty is concerned.  While the sight of a beautiful individual inspires desire, Scruton 

aptly distinguishes between a base form of desire which targets the body and a higher 

form which targets rather the soul and the realm of eternal truths (p. 47).  This distinction 

leads Scruton to further distinguish between the interest in a person’s body and the 

interest in a person as embodied, such that the beautiful human body does not refer 

simply to the body but rather to ―the beautiful embodiment of a person‖ (ibid.).  The 

desire that is aroused by the sight of human beauty is therefore a desire for the individual 

person rather than a desire for what is purely material or sensual.  As Scruton, following 

Plato, sees it, eros is not the animal instinct to reproduce or to satisfy hunger and thirst, 

but rather ―a singling out, a prolonged stare from I to I which surpasses the urges from 

which it grows, to take its place among our rational projects‖ (p. 46).  The human person 

then need not act as an animal, for the higher powers of reason and free will make 

possible another type of comportment which sees in beauty ―not just an invitation to 

desire, but also a call to renounce it‖ (p. 54), a call to respect the sacredness, as it were, of 

the human person.  Scruton points to a parallel between the desecration or the defilement 

of the beloved and the misuse of holy things.  The experience of human beauty thus 

opens us to the realm of the divine and the sacred, where our attitude toward beautiful 

individuals—an attitude originating from free, rational choice—does not have to 

succumb to defilement and to the satisfaction of base desire (pp. 54-57). 

 Scruton’s important philosophical insights on human beauty are followed by 

equally valuable observations regarding natural, everyday, and artistic beauty.  The 
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beauty of nature enables us to experience, as Scruton interestingly puts it, ―an enhanced 

sense of belonging‖ (p. 66), whereby ―the world comes home to us, and we to the world‖ 

(p. 67), and where this world seems a fitting place for us to be, ―a home in which our 

human powers and prospects find confirmation‖ (p.65).  But our interest in the beauty of 

nature is an interest in appearances, and things appear to us according to our gaze, 

according to the categories we bring to them.  The role of the spectator, his attitudes or 

dispositions, are just as important in his encounter with the beauty of nature as they are in 

his experience of works of art.  The aesthetic judgment thus not only describes an object 

but also tells us something about the subject, for in the judgment of beauty Scruton tells 

us that ―We are giving voice to an encounter, a meeting of subject and object‖ (p. 72). 

 If in the beauty of nature we experience a world that seems right and fitting to us 

as its dwellers, this rightness and fittingness is also at work in practical reasoning, in an 

aesthetics of everyday life.  We make choices as to how our homes should look, how our 

tables are set, how we dress ourselves; in these areas as in others there is a concern for 

appearances.  The carpenter, for example, chooses among possible doorframes according 

to what looks right, what yields appropriate arrangement or coordination (pp. 84-89).  

There is, according to Scruton, a meaning that is contained in how things look (p. 96); the 

right appearance of things bespeaks a subject who takes interest in what Scruton calls a 

―minimal beauty‖ (ibid.).  

 Fittingness is a notion that is also present in art—the composer chooses notes that 

fit together, the poet puts words together rightly, the painter also looks to colors that fit 

one with the other, and this fittingness also reflects the personal life and the moral 

identity of the artist.  Just as ordinary human beings are interested in achieving a certain 
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order by choosing among alternatives according to what fits, the artist too is creating 

objects that are ordered and meaningful.  True art is thus expressive of this deep-seated 

desire for harmony and order. 

 In recent times, however, the arts seem to be in ―flight from beauty‖ (p. 173).  

There are attempts to spoil beauty; Scruton gives as an example of the art of desecration, 

which is at the heart of the postmodern experience, the 2004 production of Mozart’s 

opera Die Entführung where the beauty of the music and the words which once spoke of 

universal love and virtue is now replaced by scenes of violence and egotistical sex.  There 

seems to be a concerted effort in our culture to drown out, as it were, the voice of true 

beauty, because as Scruton so vividly says, ―[B]eauty makes a claim on us: it is a call to 

renounce our narcissism and look with reverence on the world‖ (p. 174).  True art and 

beauty point us beyond the purely material and appeal to our higher nature, and so the 

desecration of works of art, along with the desecration of the human form through the 

pornography of sex and violence, is also a denial of true love and of the sacred.  Perhaps 

it is the case, as Scruton sees it, that we live in ―a loveless culture,‖ which is afraid of true 

beauty because it is afraid of a love that involves sacrifice (p. 178, p. 194).   Scruton is 

nonetheless hopeful that rational beings can live in a different way, in a conscious pursuit 

of the beauty that fosters the recognition of the sacred and the value of sacrifice. 

 There is much to be learned and pondered on from Scruton’s splendid treatment 

of beauty in its different forms.  Scruton reminds us of the vital importance of aesthetic 

education for the re-shaping of our culture and world and for human happiness. 
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