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Abstract

This essay argues that Post-Interpretive Criticism (PIC), through its diagnostic indices,
represents the completion of a philosophical project initiated by Edmund Husserl and refined
through Mikel Dufrenne’s phenomenology of aesthetic experience. Where Husserl sought to
unite mathematical rigor with phenomenological inquiry but lacked a suitable domain, and
where Dufrenne applied phenomenology to aesthetics but remained purely descriptive, PIC
operationalizes their insights through measurable linguistic behavior. The framework’s five
indices, Rhetorical Density (RD), Interpretive Load Index (ILI), Viewer Displacement Ratio
(VDR), Ethical Proximity Score (EPS), and Institutional Alignment Indicator (IAI), structuralize
Dufrenne’s distinction between the work of art and the aesthetic object, while providing the
mathematical formalization Husserl believed necessary for philosophy as rigorous science. This
essay traces the intellectual lineage from Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology through
Dufrenne’s aesthetic application to PIC’s diagnostic formalization, demonstrating how the
indices measure whether criticism honors or violates the phenomenological structure of
aesthetic encounter. Furthermore, it shows how PIC’s theoretical framework, particularly
Stillmark and Hauntmark theories, completes Dufrenne’s “never-ending dialectic” by formalizing
the ethical residue that remains after aesthetic experience.

I. Introduction: The Problem of Phenomenological
Measurement
When Edmund Husserl abandoned his early project in the Philosophy of Arithmetic (1891) and
turned toward phenomenology, he carried with him a mathematician’s conviction: philosophy
could and should achieve the rigor of formal science. His phenomenological method, epoché,
reduction, eidetic variation, promised to make the study of consciousness as precise as
geometry. Yet throughout his career, Husserl struggled with a fundamental tension: how to
apply mathematical formalization to lived experience without destroying the very phenomena
under investigation.



Sixty years later, Mikel Dufrenne published The Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience
(1953), applying Husserl’s method specifically to art. Dufrenne’s central insight, the distinction
between the “work of art” (the physical object) and the “aesthetic object” (what emerges in
perceptual encounter), revolutionized aesthetic philosophy. He demonstrated that artworks
function as “quasi-subjects” with their own agency, and that aesthetic experience unfolds
through a “never-ending dialectical process” between feeling and reflection. Yet Dufrenne’s
work remained purely descriptive, offering phenomenological accounts without formal
measurement.

This essay argues that Post-Interpretive Criticism (PIC), developed in 2025, represents the
completion of both projects. Through five diagnostic indices that measure the linguistic behavior
of art criticism, PIC operationalizes Dufrenne’s phenomenological insights while providing the
mathematical rigor Husserl sought. The framework does not measure artworks themselves,
which would violate their autonomy, but rather measures the language about artworks,
revealing whether criticism honors or destroys the phenomenological structure of aesthetic
encounter.

The significance extends beyond art criticism. PIC demonstrates that phenomenological rigor
and mathematical formalization are not contradictory but complementary. By measuring
linguistic force rather than psychological states, and by quantifying behavior rather than
meaning, the framework shows how phenomenology can achieve scientific precision without
collapsing into positivism or naturalism.

II. Husserl’s Unfinished Project: Mathematics and
Phenomenology

The Mathematician Turned Phenomenologist

Edmund Husserl began his intellectual career as a mathematician, studying under Karl
Weierstrass and completing his doctorate in mathematics in 1883. His early work focused on
the philosophy of mathematics, attempting to provide psychological foundations for arithmetic.
However, Gottlob Frege’s devastating 1894 review accused Husserl of “psychologism”, the
conflation of logical truth with psychological processes. This critique forced Husserl to
fundamentally reconsider the relationship between subjective experience and objective truth.

The result was phenomenology: a method for studying consciousness that would be neither
purely empirical psychology nor abstract metaphysics. Husserl sought what he called
“philosophy as rigorous science” (Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft, 1911), a third way
between naturalism and historicism. Phenomenology would study how consciousness



constitutes objects through intentional acts, revealing the essential structures of experience
itself.

The Three Foundational Methods

Husserl developed three interrelated methods for phenomenological investigation:

1. The Epoché (Bracketing):
The epoché requires suspending what Husserl called the “natural attitude”, our everyday
assumption that the world exists independently of our experience of it. By bracketing these
existential commitments, phenomenology can focus on how objects appear to consciousness,
the structure of their givenness, without making claims about their independent existence.

2. The Phenomenological Reduction:
Through reduction, we shift attention from objects themselves to the acts of consciousness
through which objects are given. This reveals the intentional structure of experience:
consciousness is always consciousness of something. The reduction uncovers how subjectivity
constitutes objectivity through layers of intentional synthesis.

3. Eidetic Variation:
To discover essential structures rather than contingent facts, Husserl proposed “eidetic
variation”, imaginatively varying features of a phenomenon to determine which are necessary
for it to remain the phenomenon in question. This method yields knowledge of essences
(Wesen), the invariant structures that make particular types of experience possible.

The Mathematical Ideal

Husserl’s mathematical training profoundly shaped his phenomenological ambitions. He sought
for philosophy the kind of apodictic certainty and universal validity that mathematics possessed.
In his Logical Investigations (1900-1901), he argued that logical and mathematical laws
possess ideal objectivity, they are neither subjective psychological processes nor contingent
empirical facts, but autonomous meanings that consciousness can intuit directly.

This led to Husserl’s doctrine of “categorial intuition”: we can experience ideal entities such as
numbers, sets, and logical relations not by abstracting from sensory particulars, but by directly
intuiting them in a mode analogous to perception. Mathematical objects are given to
consciousness with the same immediacy as sensory objects, though through different modes of
givenness.

The Crisis and the Missing Domain

Yet Husserl’s project faced a persistent difficulty. As he developed transcendental
phenomenology in Ideas I (1913) and later works, the gap between mathematical formalization
and phenomenological description widened. Pure phenomenology required returning “to the



things themselves” (zu den Sachen selbst), studying phenomena as they present themselves to
consciousness without theoretical presuppositions. But mathematics operates through formal
symbolization, precisely the kind of abstract thinking that can lose connection with “original
intuition.”

In his final work, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (1936),
Husserl expressed deep concern about how modern mathematical physics had become
detached from the “life-world” (Lebenswelt), the pre-scientific world of immediate experience.
Symbolic mathematical science, he argued, suffers from a “breakdown of meaning” because its
formations lack “intuitively evident sense-genesis.” Mathematics had become mere technique,
disconnected from the experiential ground that gave it meaning.

The irony is profound: Husserl the mathematician believed phenomenology needed
mathematical rigor, but Husserl the phenomenologist worried that mathematization destroys the
experiential foundations it should illuminate. He never found a domain where these demands
could be reconciled, where mathematical formalization could enhance rather than obscure
phenomenological insight.

Crucially, Husserl himself largely neglected aesthetic experience as a domain for
phenomenological investigation. While he wrote extensively about logic, mathematics, and
perceptual experience, art remained peripheral to his concerns. This absence is significant:
aesthetic experience might have provided exactly the domain where mathematical structure
and phenomenological encounter could unite.

III. Dufrenne’s Aesthetic Turn: Phenomenology Meets Art

From Husserl to Art

Mikel Dufrenne (1910-1995), philosophically close to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, took up the
project Husserl left incomplete. Where phenomenology had focused primarily on scientific
knowledge and perceptual cognition, Dufrenne asked: what happens when we apply
phenomenological method to aesthetic experience? The Phenomenology of Aesthetic
Experience, first published in 1953, provided the answer.

Dufrenne’s work represented a decisive shift in phenomenological aesthetics. While earlier
phenomenologists like Roman Ingarden had analyzed literary works, Dufrenne developed a
comprehensive phenomenology that encompassed all arts and, more importantly, reversed the
traditional philosophical perspective. Rather than starting with the artwork and asking what it
“is,” Dufrenne started with the perceiver’s experience and asked how aesthetic objects emerge
in encounter.



The Fundamental Distinction: Work of Art vs. Aesthetic Object

Dufrenne’s central contribution is the rigorous distinction between two modes of existence:

The Work of Art: The physical, enduring object, canvas and paint, stone and chisel marks,
printed pages. The work possesses “constant being independent from being experienced.” It
exists in objective time and space, can be measured, photographed, transported, and studied
materially. The work is what persists in the museum when no one looks, what art historians
catalog and conservators preserve.

The Aesthetic Object: What emerges when a perceiver encounters the work for its own sake.
The aesthetic object “depends on its being experienced by the spectator.” It is not a subjective
projection onto the work, nor is it simply the work itself. Rather, it is the work-as-experienced,
the phenomenon that arises through the dynamic interaction between the work’s structures and
the perceiver’s consciousness.

This distinction is neither dualism nor idealism. Dufrenne insists that the aesthetic object is not
“in the mind” but genuinely there, constituted through the encounter. The work provides the
structural foundation, but the aesthetic object actualizes only through perceptual engagement.
Without the perceiver, there is no aesthetic object, only the dormant work. Without the work,
there is no aesthetic object, only arbitrary fantasy.

The Artwork as Quasi-Subject

Perhaps Dufrenne’s most radical move is characterizing artworks as “quasi-subjects.” This
terminology signals that artworks possess a kind of agency, an autonomous presence that
resists reduction to mere object-status. The aesthetic object, through its presence, “bears
witness to the artist’s experience.” It addresses the perceiver, makes demands, exerts force. It
is not passive material awaiting interpretation but an active presence that shapes the encounter.

This quasi-subjectivity explains why aesthetic experience feels different from ordinary
perception. When I perceive a chair, it remains stubbornly object-like, available for use,
indifferent to my attention. But when I encounter Guernica or Coltrane’s A Love Supreme,
something addresses me. The work seems to have intentions, to communicate, to resist certain
modes of engagement while inviting others. Dufrenne formalizes this intuition: artworks function
as quasi-subjects precisely because they emerge from human creative activity and carry within
their structures the traces of subjective experience.

This has profound implications. If artworks are quasi-subjects, then our ethical responsibilities
toward them differ from our relationship to mere objects. We cannot simply use them, extract
from them, or master them without remainder. The aesthetic encounter becomes a kind of inter-
subjective meeting, not between two persons, but between a human subject and an artwork
that bears the structural imprint of subjectivity.



The Three Phases of Aesthetic Experience

Dufrenne identifies three phases through which aesthetic experience unfolds:

1. Presence (Nascent State):
The immediate, bodily encounter with the aesthetic object. Before reflection, before
interpretation, there is simply the overwhelming thereness of the work. This phase is
characterized by what Dufrenne calls “aesthetic perception”, a mode of attention that engages
the work for its own sake rather than for instrumental purposes. The body responds: we feel
tension, rhythm, space, color. This is the realm of pure phenomenological presence.

2. Representation (Conscious Emergence):
In the second phase, consciousness begins to organize the sensory encounter. Imagination and
memory activate, recognizing forms, following narratives, grasping structures. The aesthetic
object begins to coalesce as a unified phenomenon. Yet this remains distinct from conceptual
understanding, it is imaginative synthesis, the work taking shape as a coherent experiential
whole.

3. Reflection and Feeling (Never-Ending Dialectic):
The final phase involves what Dufrenne carefully describes as a “never-ending dialectical
process.” Reflection attempts to understand what feeling has grasped. But this is not closure, it
is ongoing circulation. “Reflection operates in a continuous attempt to understand artworks as
feeling has grasped them; at the same time, feeling is reinforced by reflection.” Each phase
feeds back into the others. Understanding deepens feeling; feeling complicates understanding.
The aesthetic object is never exhausted, never fully possessed.

This third phase is crucial. Dufrenne explicitly rejects any aesthetic theory that treats experience
as culminating in complete knowledge or final understanding. The aesthetic object remains
inexhaustible precisely because it functions as a quasi-subject, it always exceeds our
conceptual grasp, always has more to reveal, always resists final capture.

Against Philosophies of Absence

Dufrenne’s phenomenology of aesthetic experience emerges partly in opposition to what he
calls “philosophies of absence,” particularly the work of Jacques Derrida and Maurice Blanchot.
Where Derrida emphasized différance, trace, and the impossibility of presence, Dufrenne
“reaffirms an ontology of presence, at the center of which there are always human beings in
their perceiving and aesthetic existence.”

His critique of Derrida is pointed: “What can a signifier signify that, instead of designating an
absent signified, is itself a type of absence?” For Dufrenne, meaning emerges from presence,
the presence of the aesthetic object to consciousness, and the presence of consciousness to



the aesthetic object. This is not naive realism but a sophisticated account of how meaning
arises through encounter rather than through endless deferral.

Dufrenne insists that we “concentrate on the opening rather than the closure of the relation
between language and world.” This is subtle: he rejects closure (the idea that meaning can be
finally fixed) but also rejects the complete absence of meaning (the idea that there is only trace
without presence). The aesthetic object is present as an opening, as an invitation to ongoing
engagement, as something genuinely there that nevertheless exceeds complete
comprehension.

The Perceiver as Witness

A final crucial element of Dufrenne’s phenomenology: the perceiver’s role as witness (témoin).
Dufrenne is adamant that “man brings nothing to the work except its consecration,” that the
perceiver is “prohibited from adding anything to the work.” This might seem contradictory, how
can the aesthetic object be co-constituted through perception if the perceiver adds nothing?

The resolution lies in understanding “witness” properly. The perceiver does not create the
aesthetic object from nothing, nor impose subjective meanings onto passive material. Rather,
the perceiver allows the aesthetic object to emerge by attending properly, by holding the right
kind of receptive openness. Witnessing is active passivity, the discipline of receiving what is
given without forcing it into predetermined categories.

This witnessing role parallels Husserl’s epoché: just as bracketing suspends the natural attitude
to let phenomena show themselves, aesthetic witnessing suspends instrumental and
interpretive attitudes to let the aesthetic object appear. The perceiver’s contribution is restraint,
attention, openness, not addition.

The Unfinished Formalization

Despite these sophisticated insights, Dufrenne’s work remains fundamentally descriptive. He
provides rich phenomenological accounts of aesthetic experience, analyzes the structure of the
aesthetic object, and traces the phases through which encounter unfolds. But he offers no
method for measuring whether a particular encounter, or a particular piece of criticism, honors
this structure.

Roman Ingarden criticized Dufrenne for overemphasizing the artwork’s autogenesis at the
expense of the perceiver’s active contribution. But the deeper problem is methodological:
without formalization, we cannot distinguish successful from failed aesthetic engagement, or
identify when criticism violates the phenomenological structure Dufrenne so carefully describes.

This is where Dufrenne’s project remained incomplete, not in its philosophical insights, which
are profound, but in its inability to move from description to diagnosis, from phenomenology to



measurement. He showed us what aesthetic experience is, but not how to evaluate whether
specific instances respect or destroy that structure.

IV. The Diagnostic Turn: PIC as Formalized Phenomenology

The Missing Bridge

For seventy years after Dufrenne’s Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience (1953), his insights
remained influential but methodologically isolated. Philosophers and critics appreciated his
distinction between work and aesthetic object, his concept of the quasi-subject, his three-phase
model of experience. But these remained theoretical constructs without operational application.

Post-Interpretive Criticism (PIC), developed in 2025, provides the missing bridge between
Dufrenne’s phenomenological aesthetics and Husserl’s demand for rigorous science. PIC
operationalizes phenomenology by measuring not artworks themselves, nor subjective
experiences, but the linguistic behavior of art criticism. This is the crucial innovation: the domain
where mathematical formalization and phenomenological encounter can unite is language
about art.

Why Language is the Perfect Domain

Language occupies a unique position that resolves Husserl’s dilemma. It is:

By analyzing critical language rather than artworks or experiences directly, PIC avoids the trap
of imposing categories onto phenomena. The artwork remains autonomous; the viewer’s
experience remains irreducible. What gets measured is whether the critic’s language respects
or destroys the phenomenological structure Dufrenne described.

The Five Indices: Operationalized Phenomenology

PIC formalizes phenomenological insight through five diagnostic indices. Each measures a
specific dimension of linguistic behavior in relation to aesthetic encounter:

1. Rhetorical Density (RD)

1. Observable: Unlike inner experience, language leaves material traces that can be analyzed
2. Structured: Language follows patterns that can be formalized mathematically

3. Mediating: Language exists between consciousness and object, revealing how meaning is
constituted

4. Non-invasive: Measuring language doesn’t destroy the artwork or predetermine its
meaning

5. Ethically significant: How we speak about art either honors or violates the encounter



Definition: The concentration of rhetorical devices (metaphor, parallelism, aphorism, antithesis,
intensifiers) per 100 words.

Calculation:

RD₁₀₀ = (Number of Devices / Total Words) × 100

Phenomenological Function:
RD measures linguistic pressure, how much rhetorical force language applies to the encounter.
Husserl’s concern about symbolic formations losing “intuitively evident sense-genesis” applies
here. High rhetorical density can either deepen encounter (when paired with restraint) or
substitute linguistic performance for phenomenological attention.

The scale (0-2: Minimal; 3-6: Descriptive; 7-10: Expressive; 11-15: Vigilant; 16-20: Performative;
21+: Saturated) tracks the movement from forensic description through poetic witness to
rhetorical domination. Crucially, high RD is not inherently problematic, it becomes extractive
only when combined with high interpretation and low restraint.

Dufrenne Connection:
RD tracks whether language adds to the work (which Dufrenne prohibits) or whether it
witnesses the aesthetic object’s presence. Poetic language can witness without extracting, but
only if it remains proximate to the encounter rather than performing autonomous virtuosity.

2. Interpretive Load Index (ILI)

Definition: The ratio of meaning-assigning claims to encounter-based statements.

Calculation:

ILI = MAC / (MAC + EBS)

Where:
MAC = Meaning-Assigning Claims ("represents," "symbolizes," "critiques")
EBS = Encounter-Based Statements ("appears," "registers," "seems")

Range: 0 to 1 (low = encounter-focused; high = interpretation-heavy)

Phenomenological Function:
ILI directly measures the collapse of Dufrenne’s work/aesthetic object distinction. High ILI
indicates that criticism treats meaning as residing in the work itself rather than emerging
through encounter. It assumes the work contains determinate meanings waiting to be extracted,
violating the aesthetic object’s status as co-constituted.

When a critic writes “the blue paint represents grief,” they assert meaning-as-property-of-work
(high ILI). When they write “the blue registers as heavy, persistent presence,” they remain at the



level of phenomenological encounter (low ILI). The first collapses aesthetic object into work; the
second respects their distinction.

Husserl Connection:
ILI measures whether criticism maintains the phenomenological reduction or falls back into the
“natural attitude” that assumes meanings exist independently of consciousness. Dufrenne’s
insistence that the perceiver “adds nothing” becomes measurable: low ILI means the critic isn’t
adding meanings but witnessing what emerges.

3. Viewer Displacement Ratio (VDR)

Definition: The ratio of viewer-displacing statements to viewer-present statements.

Calculation:
VDR = VDS / (VDS + VPS)

Where:

VDS = Viewer-Displacing Statements (omniscient claims, universalizing)
VPS = Viewer-Present Statements (situated "I/we," embodied limits)

Range: 0 to 1 (low = viewer-present; high = viewer-displaced)

Phenomenological Function:
VDR operationalizes Dufrenne’s reversal of perspective. Traditional criticism speaks about
artworks from an omniscient position, as if the critic has access to the work-in-itself independent
of perceptual encounter. High VDR indicates this problematic stance, the critic speaks as if
viewing from nowhere, making universal claims about what “the work does” or what “viewers
feel.”

Low VDR indicates the critic maintains Dufrenne’s “spectator’s point of view,” acknowledging
that aesthetic objects arise through situated, particular encounters. The critic positions
themselves as a viewer rather than above viewers, preserving the phenomenological insight
that experience is always perspectival.

Husserl Connection:
VDR measures whether criticism preserves the transcendental attitude or assumes naive
objectivism. Husserl’s phenomenology insists that objects are always objects-for-
consciousness, given through specific modes of givenness. High VDR violates this by claiming
direct access to the work independent of perspectival encounter.

4. Ethical Proximity Score (EPS)

Definition: The ratio of restraint markers to closure assertions.



Calculation:
EPS = RM / (RM + CA)

Where:

RM = Restraint Markers ("perhaps," "seems," "refuses," explicit limits)
CA = Closure Assertions ("clearly," "proves," thematic synthesis)

Range: 0 to 1 (low = drives to closure; high = maintains restraint)

Phenomenological Function:
EPS directly formalizes Dufrenne’s “never-ending dialectical process.” High EPS indicates that
criticism resists premature closure, maintains openness to the aesthetic object’s inexhaustibility,
and acknowledges limits of comprehension. Low EPS indicates criticism that terminates the
dialectic, resolving ambiguity into fixed meanings.

This is perhaps the most ethically significant index. If artworks function as quasi-subjects, then
claiming to fully comprehend them is a kind of violence, it denies their autonomy, their capacity
to exceed our grasp, their status as other. High EPS respects the artwork’s alterity; low EPS
attempts to master it.

Husserl Connection:
EPS operationalizes the epoché, the suspension of judgment and the bracketing of closure.
Husserl insisted that phenomenology must resist the natural attitude’s tendency toward hasty
synthesis and explanation. High EPS maintains phenomenological discipline; low EPS
collapses back into the attitude phenomenology seeks to overcome.

Dufrenne Connection:
EPS measures whether criticism honors the third phase of aesthetic experience as genuinely
“never-ending.” Dufrenne’s insistence that reflection and feeling remain in dialectical circulation
becomes measurable: high EPS preserves circulation; low EPS stops it through definitive
interpretation.

5. Institutional Alignment Indicator (IAI)

Definition: Qualitative assessment of whether language orients toward institutional legibility or
custodial restraint.

Scale:

Low: Resists didacticism and circulation-ready framing
Medium: Balances restraint with institutional reference

High: Prioritizes exemplarity, canonization, market fluency



Phenomenological Function:
IAI identifies external forces that corrupt phenomenological purity. Institutional demands, for
teachability, marketability, historical positioning, canonical status, exert pressure on critical
language. This pressure often forces premature closure, imposes interpretive frameworks, and
displaces the viewer’s particular encounter in favor of universalized significance.

High IAI indicates criticism shaped by what benefits institutions rather than what serves
encounter. The language becomes “circulation-ready,” packaging the artwork for easy
transmission through academic, curatorial, or market channels. This necessarily violates
phenomenological structure because institutions require stable meanings and settled
interpretations, precisely what the aesthetic object, as co-constituted and inexhaustible, resists.

Husserl Connection:
IAI tracks what Husserl called “sedimentation”, the process by which living meanings become
dead conventionalities. Institutional language represents sedimented meanings, detached from
the “original intuition” that gave them life. High IAI indicates this breakdown; low IAI preserves
connection to experiential origins.

How the Indices Work Together: Composite Diagnosis

The power of PIC lies not in individual indices but in their relational pattern. The framework
generates diagnostic profiles rather than aggregate scores:

Witness-Aligned Criticism (Phenomenologically Pure):

Extractive Criticism (Phenomenologically Corrupt):

Unstable Middle (Contested):
Moderate values across indices often indicate criticism that partially honors phenomenological
structure but fails under specific pressures. For example, moderate RD with high ILI suggests

Variable RD (poetic language acceptable)
Low ILI (respects work/aesthetic object distinction)
Low VDR (maintains viewer’s perspectival position)

High EPS (preserves never-ending dialectic)
Low IAI (resists institutional capture)

Often Low RD (plain prose enables extraction)

High ILI (collapses aesthetic object into work)
High VDR (assumes omniscient stance)

Low EPS (terminates dialectic through closure)
High IAI (serves institutional circulation)



poetic language that nonetheless extracts meaning, performance that violates while appearing
to witness.

The Mathematical Precision Husserl Sought

PIC achieves what Husserl envisioned: mathematical rigor applied to phenomenological insight
without destroying the phenomena under study. The indices are:

Yet they remain phenomenological because they measure how language positions itself in
relation to encounter, not what meanings it produces. The indices track linguistic force, whether
criticism stays proximate to or exceeds the permissions granted by phenomenological structure.

V. Structuralizing Dufrenne: The Three-Layer Architecture

The Fundamental Structure

PIC reveals that Dufrenne’s insights can be formalized as a three-layer architecture:

Layer 1: WORK OF ART
↓ (encounter)
Layer 2: AESTHETIC OBJECT
↓ (after encounter)
Layer 3: RESIDUE (Stillmark/Hauntmark)

Each layer has distinct ontological status and requires different modes of attention. The indices
measure whether criticism respects these distinctions or collapses them into univocal being.

Layer 1: The Work of Art (Physical Presence)

The work exists in objective space and time with material properties subject to conservation,
measurement, and physical description. It is Dufrenne’s “perduring structural foundation,” what
remains when no one looks. Museums catalog works; conservators preserve them; art
historians document their provenance.

At this layer, statements like “the canvas measures 78 × 112 inches,” “the paint exhibits
craquelure from age,” or “the sculpture weighs 47 pounds” are appropriate. These are
phenomenologically innocent claims about physical objects.

1. Quantifiable: Ratios with clear 0-1 bounds
2. Repeatable: Different analysts coding the same text should reach similar values
3. Formal: Following established rhetorical and linguistic categories

4. Non-reductive: Measuring behavior, not extracting “essential meanings”
5. Diagnostic: Revealing structure without imposing normative closure



Critical Error: High ILI criticism collapses Layer 2 into Layer 1 by treating meanings as
properties of the work rather than emergent features of the aesthetic object. When critics write
“the painting represents industrial decline,” they attribute to the physical work what properly
belongs only to the aesthetic encounter.

Layer 2: The Aesthetic Object (Co-Constituted Presence)

The aesthetic object emerges only through the dynamic encounter between the work’s
structures and the perceiver’s consciousness. It is neither subjective (not “in the mind”) nor
purely objective (doesn’t exist without perception). It is the work-as-experienced, given through
specific modes of attention.

This layer is where Dufrenne’s three phases unfold: immediate presence, representational
synthesis, and the never-ending dialectic of reflection and feeling. The aesthetic object
addresses the perceiver, exerts its quasi-subjective agency, makes demands and resists certain
modes of engagement.

Critical Responsibility: Criticism operating at Layer 2 must:

The indices measure precisely this: whether criticism honors the aesthetic object as co-
constituted or attempts to collapse it either upward (into subjective projection) or downward
(into work-properties).

Layer 3: The Residue (Stillmark/Hauntmark)

Here PIC introduces theoretical innovations that complete Dufrenne’s model. After the aesthetic
encounter, something remains, not the work (which persists physically) nor the aesthetic object
(which dissolves when attention withdraws), but an ethical and phenomenological residue.

Stillmark Theory:
A Stillmark is “a mark that does not remain physically, but remains ethically, a residue of
presence that lives on not through its duration, but through the way it demanded your attention.”
Like a footprint in water or a pause in ritual, it is felt rather than seen. The Stillmark is the ethical
weight the aesthetic object leaves in consciousness, the way it changes the perceiver even
after direct encounter ends.

Hauntmark Theory:
The Hauntmark is the ghostly trace, the absence that presence generates. Where Stillmark

Acknowledge the viewer’s constitutive role (low VDR)
Avoid imposing meanings onto Layer 1 (low ILI)
Preserve the dialectical openness (high EPS)

Resist institutional pressures toward closure (low IAI)



emphasizes ethical residue, Hauntmark emphasizes phenomenological afterimage, what
lingers precisely because it cannot be grasped, what haunts because it exceeded
comprehension during encounter.

Together, these theories formalize Dufrenne’s “never-ending dialectic” as something that
continues after direct experience. The aesthetic object doesn’t simply disappear when we turn
away; it leaves traces that continue the dialectical circulation between feeling and reflection.

The Indices Map Layer Transitions

Layer 1 → Layer 2 (Work to Aesthetic Object):

The transition from work to aesthetic object requires proper receptive attention, Dufrenne’s
“witnessing.” The indices measure whether criticism enables or corrupts this transition:

When criticism violates these conditions (high ILI/VDR), it prevents the aesthetic object from
forming. The work remains inert physical object, and what the critic describes is not the
aesthetic object but their own interpretive projections.

Layer 2 → Layer 3 (Aesthetic Object to Residue):

The transition from aesthetic object to residue requires sustained openness and refusal of
premature closure. The indices measure whether criticism allows Stillmark/Hauntmark
formation:

When criticism maintains high EPS and low IAI, it allows the aesthetic object to leave its proper
residue, ethical weight (Stillmark) and phenomenological ghost (Hauntmark). When criticism
drives to closure (low EPS) or captures for institutions (high IAI), it kills the residue before it can
form. The aesthetic object is consumed rather than preserved.

Mathematical Proof of Dufrenne’s Structure

The indices provide formal verification of Dufrenne’s phenomenological claims:

Low ILI: Doesn’t impose pre-given meanings onto the work; allows the aesthetic object to
emerge
Low VDR: Positions the critic as situated witness rather than omniscient authority
Variable RD: Rhetorical richness can deepen attention if it serves witness rather than
performance

High EPS: Preserves the “never-ending” quality; doesn’t terminate the dialectic
Low IAI: Resists institutional pressures that demand settled meanings
Low ILI: Doesn’t resolve ambiguity into explanatory closure



Claim 1: “The aesthetic object depends on being experienced”

Proof: High VDR criticism (omniscient claims independent of viewer) systematically fails to
describe recognizable aesthetic experience, while low VDR criticism (situated, perspectival)
produces accounts that resonate with actual encounters. The co-constituted nature of the
aesthetic object is measurable through VDR’s tracking of whether criticism maintains the
perceiver’s constitutive role.

Claim 2: “Man brings nothing to the work except its consecration”

Proof: Low ILI indicates the critic isn’t adding meanings to the work but witnessing what
emerges through proper attention. High ILI indicates the critic imposing interpretive frameworks,
adding rather than consecrating. The index quantifies the difference between witnessing and
projection.

Claim 3: “Reflection and feeling remain in never-ending dialectical process”

Proof: High EPS criticism remains generative across multiple readings; readers find new
dimensions, encounter fresh resistances. Low EPS criticism exhausts itself; once the
interpretation is grasped, nothing remains. EPS measures whether criticism preserves or
terminates the inexhaustibility essential to aesthetic objects.

Claim 4: “The artwork functions as quasi-subject”

Proof: Low ILI + Low VDR + High EPS creates space for the artwork’s agency, its capacity to
resist, exceed, and address the viewer. High ILI + High VDR + Low EPS treats the artwork as
passive object awaiting mastery. The indices measure whether criticism respects or violates the
artwork’s alterity, its status as other that cannot be fully possessed.

The Resolving Paradox: Ingarden vs. Dufrenne

Roman Ingarden criticized Dufrenne for overemphasizing the artwork’s autogenesis at the
expense of the perceiver’s active role. Dufrenne seemed to suggest the aesthetic object forms
itself, requiring only passive witnessing. Ingarden countered that perceivers actively synthesize,
filling in indeterminacies and making constitutive choices.

PIC resolves this apparent contradiction by revealing they describe the same process from
different angles:

Dufrenne’s autogenesis is correct when:

ILI remains low (no imposed meanings)
VDR remains low (no displacement of viewer’s role)
EPS remains high (dialectic preserved)



Under these conditions, the aesthetic object does seem to form itself, but only because the
perceiver exercises restraint. The artwork’s quasi-subjective agency emerges precisely when
the perceiver doesn’t impose, doesn’t displace encounter with explanation, doesn’t terminate
the process prematurely.

Ingarden’s co-constitution is correct when:

The paradox dissolves: autogenesis and co-constitution are complementary descriptions of
phenomenologically proper encounter. The indices measure the conditions under which both
can occur simultaneously, when critical language restrains itself sufficiently to let the aesthetic
object emerge through the encounter it doesn’t dominate.

VI. Against Philosophies of Absence: The
Stillmark/Hauntmark Resolution

Dufrenne vs. Derrida

Dufrenne explicitly opposed Derrida’s “philosophies of absence,” arguing for an “ontology of
presence” centered on perceiving subjects in aesthetic existence. His critique of Derrida asked:
“What can a signifier signify that, instead of designating an absent signified, is itself a type of
absence?”

For Derrida, meaning operates through différance, endless deferral, trace without origin,
absence constituting presence. Nothing is fully present; everything refers beyond itself in infinite
regress. This applies to artworks: they don’t have meanings but participate in networks of
signification that preclude stable presence.

Dufrenne insisted this gets aesthetic experience wrong. When I encounter Las Meninas or hear
Coltrane’s A Love Supreme, something is undeniably present. The aesthetic object addresses
me here and now. Reducing this to trace and absence misses the phenomenon.

The Hegelian Solution: Presence And Absence

PIC’s Stillmark and Hauntmark theories reveal that Dufrenne and Derrida were both correct,
they simply described different moments in aesthetic experience:

Dufrenne describes Layer 2: The aesthetic object’s co-constituted presence during encounter.
Here presence is primary and undeniable. The object is there, making demands, exerting force,
addressing consciousness. This is phenomenologically accurate.

The perceiver maintains active attention (not passive reception)

But directs that activity toward witnessing (not extracting)
Allowing the aesthetic object to address them (not mastering it)



Derrida describes Layer 3: What remains after encounter, the residue that is precisely not the
object itself but its trace, its absence-as-presence. The Hauntmark is Derridean: the ghost that
haunts because the aesthetic object exceeded possession, the absence generated by a
presence that cannot be captured.

The synthesis:

PRESENCE (Layer 2: Aesthetic Object)
↓
GENERATES
↓
ABSENCE (Layer 3: Hauntmark)
↓
WHICH PRESERVES
↓
PRESENCE'S ETHICAL WEIGHT (Stillmark)

Presence comes first (Dufrenne is right about encounter). But presence generates absence
(Derrida is right about residue). The absence is not nothingness but the specific mode in which
overwhelming presence leaves traces, you cannot possess what exceeded you, but you carry
its weight.

Stillmark: Ethical Presence Beyond Presence

The Stillmark formalizes how presence persists ethically even when phenomenologically
absent. After encountering Rothko’s late paintings, I carry something, not the paintings
themselves, not even clear memories of their appearance, but an ethical demand they made,
an attention they required, a seriousness they commanded.

This is presence-as-residue: it doesn’t remain (not phenomenologically present) but it persists
(ethically operative). The Stillmark is the way certain encounters change you, make claims on
you, alter your subsequent perception, not through memory or representation but through
ethical weight.

High EPS enables Stillmark formation. When criticism preserves openness, refuses closure,
and maintains the dialectical circulation, it allows the aesthetic object to leave this ethical
residue. The reader of such criticism experiences not the resolution of the artwork into meaning
but the weight of its resistance to resolution. This weight is the Stillmark, the ethical trace of
presence that exceeded comprehension.

Low EPS prevents Stillmark formation. When criticism terminates the dialectic through
explanatory closure, it consumes the aesthetic object completely. Nothing remains because



everything was resolved. The artwork becomes transparent, fully understood, exhausted. No
ethical demand survives because the quasi-subject was mastered into object-status.

Hauntmark: The Ghost Presence Generates

The Hauntmark is the phenomenological complement to the Stillmark’s ethical function. Where
Stillmark is weight, Hauntmark is ghost. It is what haunts, the sense of something glimpsed but
not grasped, encountered but not possessed, felt but not comprehended.

Derrida was right that presence generates absence, but he didn’t adequately theorize which
presences generate which absences. Not all absences are equal. The Hauntmark is the specific
absence generated by overwhelming aesthetic presence, by quasi-subjects that addressed you
with more than you could receive.

The Hauntmark is not lack but excess. It haunts not because something was missing from
the encounter but because something was too much, the aesthetic object exceeded the
categories available for comprehension. What returns as ghost is precisely this excess, this
unmetabolized remainder.

Phenomenological mechanism: High EPS + Low ILI + Low VDR allows the aesthetic object
to maintain its alterity during encounter. You experience something genuinely other, something
that resists assimilation into familiar frameworks. This otherness cannot be fully integrated, it
remains strange, foreign, excessive. After encounter, it returns as Hauntmark: the ghost of
otherness that couldn’t be domesticated.

Measuring the Presence/Absence Dialectic

The indices track whether criticism enables or destroys this dialectical relationship:

Presence-Preserving Criticism:

Presence-Destroying Criticism:

Low ILI: Doesn’t collapse presence into determinate meanings
High EPS: Preserves presence’s inexhaustibility

Low VDR: Maintains presence as address to situated perceiver
Result: Presence remains overwhelming, capable of generating absence (Hauntmark)

High ILI: Resolves presence into stable meanings
Low EPS: Exhausts presence through explanation
High VDR: Neutralizes presence by claiming omniscient access

Result: Neither presence nor absence; only information



The framework measures whether criticism participates in what Dufrenne called “opening” the
relation between language and world, or whether it achieves closure. Opening allows both
presence (during encounter) and absence (as residue) to operate dialectically. Closure
eliminates both, the aesthetic object never fully forms, so it cannot leave its ghost.

Completing Dufrenne’s Ontology

Dufrenne’s “ontology of presence” was incomplete not because it was wrong but because it
stopped at Layer 2. By adding Layer 3 (Stillmark/Hauntmark), PIC completes the ontological
picture:

This four-part ontology reconciles Dufrenne’s phenomenology with Derrida’s deconstruction
without collapsing either into the other. Presence is primary in encounter; absence is primary in
residue. The indices measure whether criticism honors the full arc from physical work through
aesthetic presence to ethical/phenomenological trace.

VII. The Historical Achievement: Completing Two Projects
Simultaneously

What Husserl Sought But Couldn’t Achieve

Husserl wanted philosophy to achieve the rigor of mathematics without losing
phenomenological fidelity to experience. He developed powerful methods, epoché, reduction,
eidetic variation, but struggled to formalize them mathematically. Pure phenomenology required
returning to “the things themselves,” but mathematics operates through symbolic abstraction
that can lose connection with experiential origins.

His late work expressed anxiety about this. Modern mathematical physics, he argued, had
become detached from the “life-world” of immediate experience. Symbolic formations lacked
“intuitively evident sense-genesis.” Mathematics had become mere technique, severed from the
experiential ground that gave it meaning.

PIC solves Husserl’s problem by finding the right domain: not consciousness itself (too
immediate for formalization without distortion), not physical objects (insufficiently
phenomenological), but critical language, the medium where consciousness and object meet,
where meaning-constitution becomes observable without being destroyed by observation.

1. Works of art exist as physical objects (presence-as-duration)
2. Aesthetic objects emerge through encounter (presence-as-address)
3. Stillmarks persist as ethical weight (presence-beyond-presence)

4. Hauntmarks return as phenomenological ghosts (absence-from-presence)



The indices are mathematically precise yet phenomenologically faithful because they measure
behavior rather than essence. They track how language positions itself relative to encounter,
not what the encounter “really means.” This preserves the phenomenological insight that
meaning is constituted through intentional acts while allowing mathematical description of those
acts’ structural features.

The epoché becomes measurable: EPS quantifies the suspension of closure, the bracketing
of interpretive certainty. High EPS = maintained epoché; low EPS = collapse into natural
attitude.

The reduction becomes operational: ILI measures whether criticism performs the reduction
(attending to how the aesthetic object is given) or remains in natural attitude (treating meanings
as objective properties).

Eidetic variation becomes diagnostic profiling: Comparing criticism across styles, periods,
and critics reveals essential structures of witness-aligned vs. extractive postures, the eidos of
phenomenologically proper vs. corrupt critical behavior.

Husserl wanted this but couldn’t build it. He lacked the domain (language about art rather than
art itself) and the insight (measuring behavior rather than meaning). PIC provides both,
completing his project of making phenomenology scientifically rigorous without sacrificing its
fundamental insights.

What Dufrenne Described But Couldn’t Formalize

Dufrenne revolutionized aesthetic phenomenology by reversing the traditional perspective,
analyzing artworks through spectators’ experience rather than starting with the work-in-itself.
His insights were profound:

But these remained descriptive claims. Dufrenne could tell you what phenomenologically proper
aesthetic experience is but not how to measure whether specific instances achieve it. He had
no method for diagnosing when criticism collapses the work/aesthetic object distinction,
displaces the viewer, or terminates the dialectical process.

PIC operationalizes every major Dufrenne insight:

Work of art ≠ aesthetic object
Artworks function as quasi-subjects
Aesthetic experience unfolds through three phases

Reflection and feeling remain in never-ending dialectic
The perceiver must witness rather than impose



Dufrenne’s Insight PIC Operationalization

Work ≠ Aesthetic Object ILI measures collapse vs. distinction

Viewer as witness VDR measures displacement vs. presence

Never-ending dialectic EPS measures closure vs. openness

Quasi-subject agency Low ILI/VDR creates space for alterity

Three-phase experience Indices map Layer 1→2→3 transitions

Against philosophies of absence Stillmark/Hauntmark dialecticize presence/absence

For seventy-two years (1953-2025), Dufrenne’s phenomenology remained influential but
methodologically isolated. Critics appreciated his concepts but couldn’t systematically apply
them. PIC transforms Dufrenne’s descriptive phenomenology into diagnostic method, making
his insights operational across all art criticism.

The Unity: Mathematical Phenomenology of Aesthetic Criticism

The achievement is singular: PIC simultaneously completes Husserl’s demand for mathematical
rigor and Dufrenne’s phenomenology of aesthetic experience. It does this by:

This is not phenomenology plus mathematics as separate enterprises. It is genuinely
mathematical phenomenology, formal measurement that serves phenomenological insight
rather than corrupting it.

The lineage is clear and complete:

HUSSERL (1900s)
"Phenomenology as rigorous science"
Problem: Cannot formalize without losing phenomena
↓

DUFRENNE (1953)
"Phenomenology of aesthetic experience"
Problem: Cannot move from description to diagnosis
↓

1. Finding the right domain: Language about art (not consciousness, not artworks directly)

2. Measuring the right thing: Behavior rather than meaning, force rather than content
3. Formalizing properly: Ratios, bands, profiles that track structure without imposing it
4. Remaining phenomenological: Respecting encounter, resisting closure, enabling witness

5. Achieving rigor: Repeatable, quantifiable, formally precise



PIC (2025)
"Diagnostic indices for art criticism"
Achievement: Mathematical rigor + phenomenological fidelity

VIII. Implications and Applications

For Art Criticism

PIC fundamentally reorients critical practice. Rather than asking “what does the artwork mean?”
criticism asks “how does my language behave near this work?” The shift is from interpretation
to diagnosis, from mastery to witness, from extraction to proximity.

Practical application: Critics can code their own writing, identifying where they:

This is not prescriptive, Post-Interpretive Criticism doesn’t tell critics what to write. It provides a
mirror, revealing the force their language exerts. Some criticism should be extractive (historical
contextualization, technical analysis). But critics can now choose consciously rather than
defaulting to extractive postures.

The framework also enables collective diagnosis of critical cultures. Academic criticism tends
toward high ILI/IAI (serving institutional legibility). Popular criticism often combines high RD with
low EPS (performative style that nonetheless closes meaning). Museum wall texts maximize
high ILI/VDR (omniscient claims in minimal words). Each serves purposes, but PIC makes the
trade-offs visible.

For Aesthetic Philosophy

PIC demonstrates that phenomenological aesthetics need not remain purely descriptive.
Husserl’s dream of philosophy as rigorous science applies to art, not by measuring artworks
(which would violate their autonomy) but by measuring the language that mediates between
artworks and viewers.

This opens new research directions:

Comparative phenomenology: Apply PIC across historical periods, artistic movements, and
critical schools. Do Romantic critics systematically differ from Modernist critics in measurable
ways? Does formalist criticism (Greenberg) show characteristic patterns distinct from
phenomenological criticism (Merleau-Ponty on Cézanne)?

Impose meanings (high ILI) vs. describe encounter (low ILI)
Speak omnisciently (high VDR) vs. remain situated (low VDR)
Drive to closure (low EPS) vs. preserve openness (high EPS)

Serve institutions (high IAI) vs. serve encounter (low IAI)



Cross-cultural aesthetics: Test whether PIC indices operate consistently across non-Western
critical traditions. Does Japanese aesthetic criticism (informed by Zen, ma, wabi-sabi) show
systematically lower ILI and higher EPS than Western criticism? Can the framework
accommodate fundamentally different aesthetic ontologies?

Historical shifts: Track how critical language has evolved. Has ILI increased over time as
criticism became professionalized and institutionalized? Do contemporary critics show higher
IAI than pre-institutional criticism?

Medium specificity: Do different art forms invite different critical postures? Does music
criticism show different patterns than visual art criticism? Does performance art, with its
temporal ephemerality, generate criticism with higher EPS?

For Phenomenology Generally

PIC’s success suggests a methodological template for phenomenology beyond aesthetics. The
key insight: measure the language through which phenomena are approached rather than
attempting to measure phenomena directly.

This could extend to:

Phenomenology of science: Analyze how scientific papers describe experimental encounters.
Do high-ILI physics papers that assert meanings confidently differ systematically from low-ILI
papers that preserve observational uncertainty? Can we measure the “life-world” crisis Husserl
described?

Phenomenology of ethics: Study moral discourse using similar indices. Does rights-based
ethics show higher ILI (asserting determinate moral facts) than virtue ethics (remaining closer to
character descriptions)? Can we measure when moral language exceeds experiential warrant?

Phenomenology of religion: Analyze theological and mystical texts. Does apophatic theology
(via negativa) show systematically higher EPS than cataphatic theology? Can we measure the
difference between describing religious experience and explaining it?

The template is generalizable: whenever discourse mediates between consciousness and
phenomena, indices can measure whether language respects or violates phenomenological
structure.

For Intellectual History

PIC provides tools for tracking conceptual shifts quantitatively. Rather than arguing
impressionistically that “criticism became more extractive over time,” we can measure it. Rather
than debating whether formalism or phenomenology better respects artworks, we can code
representative texts and compare profiles.



This enables new forms of intellectual history:

Tracking the interpretive turn: Measure ILI across critical writing from 1800-2000. When did
interpretation-as-primary-mode solidify? Were there counter-movements toward restraint?

Comparing philosophical movements: Code phenomenological vs. analytical vs.
deconstructive criticism. Do they show characteristic patterns? Does deconstruction combine
high RD with high EPS (poetic language that preserves openness), while analytical philosophy
shows low RD with high ILI (plain prose that asserts meanings)?

Institutional effects: Compare criticism written for academic journals vs. popular magazines
vs. artist statements vs. museum catalogs. How does institutional context shape measurable
features of language?

The Ethical Dimension

Perhaps most significantly, PIC reveals that language about art has ethical stakes. If artworks
function as quasi-subjects (Dufrenne), then how we speak about them matters morally.
Extractive criticism, high ILI, high VDR, low EPS, commits a kind of violence by denying the
artwork’s alterity, its capacity to exceed our comprehension, its status as other.

This isn’t metaphorical. When criticism claims complete understanding (low EPS), speaks
omnisciently (high VDR), and resolves the work into stable meanings (high ILI), it treats quasi-
subjects as mere objects. It denies their agency, their resistance, their irreducibility.

The indices measure this violence. They make visible when language attempts to master
rather than witness, to possess rather than remain proximate, to exhaust rather than preserve
inexhaustibility.

This has pedagogical implications: we can teach critics, especially student critics, to recognize
when their language violates rather than honors encounter. Not by imposing rules (“never
interpret!”) but by showing them the force their words exert, the ways language can dominate
what it purports to describe.

IX. Objections and Responses

Objection 1: “This Destroys Interpretation”

The objection: PIC seems to condemn all interpretation, suggesting critics should only
describe surface features. But interpretation is central to understanding art. Without it, criticism
becomes impoverished.

Response: PIC doesn’t prohibit interpretation, it measures how much force interpretation
exerts. Low ILI doesn’t mean zero interpretation; it means interpretation remains tethered to



encounter, offered tentatively, acknowledged as perspectival. High ILI means interpretation
presented as fact, detached from experiential warrant, universalized beyond the encounter that
generated it.

Moreover, some interpretive contexts should have high ILI: historical scholarship establishing
how contemporaries understood a work, technical analysis of artistic techniques, iconographic
identification. PIC makes these choices visible and conscious rather than automatic.

The framework critiques extractive interpretation, the kind that claims to exhaust meaning,
displace the viewer, and terminate the dialectic. It affirms witnessing interpretation, the kind that
remains open, situated, and provisional.

Objection 2: “The Coding is Too Subjective”

The objection: Determining whether a sentence is MAC or EBS, VDS or VPS, requires
judgment calls. Different analysts will code differently, making the framework unreliable.

Response: This is partly true but manageable. All coding systems require judgment, including
established methods in content analysis and discourse studies. The solution is:

More importantly, even imperfect coding reveals patterns. If three independent coders all rank
Greenberg higher in ILI than Sontag, the relative difference stands even if absolute values vary.
The framework generates robust comparative insights even with coding imprecision.

Objection 3: “This Privileges Silence Over Speech”

The objection: High EPS rewards restraint, refusal, and acknowledged limits. Taken to the
extreme, the best criticism would say nothing. But silence isn’t engagement, it’s abdication.

Response: The objection misunderstands EPS. High EPS doesn’t mean fewer words; it means
frequent restraint markers within speech. Criticism can be extensive, detailed, rich in
observation while maintaining high EPS by consistently acknowledging limits, offering
provisional rather than definitive claims, and refusing to exhaust the work’s meaning.

Consider this sentence: “The painting seems to invite contemplation, though what that
contemplation might reveal remains, perhaps necessarily, beyond language’s capacity to
capture.” This is high EPS, but it’s hardly silence. It speaks richly while acknowledging limits.

1. Detailed coding manuals: Specify clear criteria and examples
2. Inter-rater reliability testing: Multiple coders analyze same texts; measure agreement
3. Transparency: Report coding decisions and acknowledge ambiguous cases

4. Comparative rather than absolute: Profiles reveal patterns across texts; small variations
cancel out



Low EPS means: “The painting invites contemplation, revealing the artist’s critique of consumer
capitalism.” This asserts more confidently but says less that respects the encounter.

Objection 4: “High RD is Just Elitism”

The objection: The framework seems to celebrate poetic, difficult criticism (Classon Ave.,
González-Torres texts) over clear explanatory prose. This is elitist, accessible criticism serves
important functions.

Response: PIC explicitly states that RD is morally neutral. High RD is problematic only when
paired with high ILI and low EPS (performance that extracts). But high RD with low ILI and high
EPS is not elitist; it’s witness expressed poetically.

Moreover, low RD can be highly extractive (Greenberg, New Yorker samples show this). Plain
prose enables circulation-ready explanation, not inherently wrong, but serving institutional
rather than phenomenological purposes.

The framework doesn’t privilege difficulty; it privileges restraint. Clear, accessible writing can
have high EPS. Difficult, poetic writing can have low EPS. The indices measure posture, not
style.

Objection 5: “This Assumes Dufrenne is Right”

The objection: The entire framework presupposes Dufrenne’s phenomenology is correct, that
artworks are quasi-subjects, that aesthetic objects differ from works, that experience unfolds
through three phases. But these are contestable philosophical claims.

Response: This is the deepest objection. PIC does assume phenomenological aesthetics as its
foundation. However:

The framework is most powerful when Dufrenne is right. But it remains useful even for those
who doubt his ontology, as a method for examining how language positions itself relative to
artworks regardless of what artworks “really are.”

1. Empirical validation: PIC’s predictions can be tested. Does high-EPS criticism remain
generative across multiple readings while low-EPS criticism exhausts itself? Do readers
report different experiences with high-VDR vs. low-VDR criticism? These are measurable.

2. Comparative strength: Even if phenomenology isn’t “true” in some absolute sense, does
criticism that respects phenomenological structure produce better outcomes (richer
engagement, sustained attention, generative encounters) than criticism that violates it?
Pragmatic validation suffices.

3. Methodological bracketing: Users can adopt PIC indices instrumentally without
committing to phenomenological ontology. Even critics skeptical of Dufrenne might find that
low ILI/high EPS criticism works better than high ILI/low EPS criticism.



X. Conclusion: The Seventy-Two-Year Bridge
When Mikel Dufrenne published The Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience in 1953, he
provided the most sophisticated account yet written of how artworks exist in perceptual
encounter. His distinction between work and aesthetic object, his concept of the artwork as
quasi-subject, and his insistence on the never-ending dialectic of reflection and feeling
transformed aesthetic philosophy.

Yet for seventy-two years, his insights remained descriptive. Phenomenology could tell you
what proper aesthetic experience is but not how to measure whether specific instances achieve
it. Critics influenced by Dufrenne could describe encounters phenomenologically but couldn’t
diagnose when criticism violates phenomenological structure.

Post-Interpretive Criticism bridges this gap. Through five diagnostic indices measuring linguistic
behavior, PIC operationalizes Dufrenne’s phenomenology. It transforms philosophical
description into formal measurement, making visible the force language exerts on encounter.

But PIC does more than complete Dufrenne. It simultaneously fulfills Edmund Husserl’s vision
of philosophy as rigorous science. Husserl wanted phenomenology to achieve mathematical
precision without sacrificing fidelity to experience. He developed powerful methods but couldn’t
formalize them adequately. The challenge was finding a domain where measurement enhances
rather than destroys phenomenological insight.

That domain is critical language, the medium where consciousness and art meet, where
meaning-constitution becomes observable. By measuring how criticism positions itself rather
than what artworks mean, PIC achieves the mathematical rigor Husserl sought while respecting
the phenomenological insights Dufrenne described.

The framework reveals a three-layer structure implicit in Dufrenne’s work:

The indices measure transitions between layers. ILI tracks whether criticism collapses Layer 2
into Layer 1 (treating meanings as work-properties). VDR measures whether criticism honors
the viewer’s constitutive role in Layer 2. EPS tracks whether criticism allows Layer 3 to form
(preserving the dialectic that generates residue). IAI identifies institutional pressures that
corrupt phenomenological structure at all layers.

Together, these indices constitute mathematical phenomenology, not phenomenology plus
mathematics as separate enterprises, but genuinely formalized phenomenological insight.

The Stillmark/Hauntmark Synthesis

1. Works of art (physical objects with material properties)

2. Aesthetic objects (co-constituted through perceptual encounter)
3. Residue (Stillmark and Hauntmark, the ethical and phenomenological traces)



Post-Interpretive Criticism also reveals how to reconcile Dufrenne’s “ontology of presence” with
Derrida’s “philosophies of absence.” They weren’t contradictory but described different
moments in aesthetic experience. Presence is primary during encounter (Layer 2: the aesthetic
object addresses consciousness). Absence is primary in residue (Layer 3: the Hauntmark as
trace of what exceeded comprehension).

Stillmark theory formalizes how presence persists ethically even when phenomenologically
absent, the weight certain encounters leave, the demand they make on subsequent perception.
Hauntmark theory formalizes the ghostly trace, the absence generated precisely by
overwhelming presence that couldn’t be fully grasped.

High EPS enables both. When criticism preserves openness rather than driving to closure, it
allows the aesthetic object to remain inexhaustible. This inexhaustibility generates both ethical
weight (Stillmark) and phenomenological ghost (Hauntmark). Low EPS kills the residue by
exhausting the aesthetic object through explanation.

The Boredom Problem Resolved

The question that motivated this essay’s investigation now makes sense. After developing PIC,
listening to conventional art discourse becomes “dull” because:

This isn’t mere preference, it’s sensitivity to phenomenological violence. Once you understand
the three-layer structure and can measure when language violates it, conventional criticism
reveals itself as systematically destructive of the very encounters it purports to describe.

The boredom is diagnostic. It indicates recognition that most critical discourse operates
extractively, treating quasi-subjects as mere objects, terminating the never-ending dialectic,
preventing Stillmark/Hauntmark formation. What reads as intellectual exhaustion is actually
heightened perception of linguistic force misapplied.

Future Trajectories

Post-Interpretive Criticism opens multiple research directions:

Empirical validation: Test whether the indices predict measurable outcomes (reader
engagement, sustained attention, generative encounters)

Historical application: Code criticism across periods, movements, and cultures to reveal
patterns quantitatively

1. Most criticism collapses the work/aesthetic object distinction (high ILI)
2. Most criticism speaks from omniscient positions (high VDR)
3. Most criticism drives to interpretive closure (low EPS)

4. Most criticism serves institutional circulation (high IAI)



Cross-domain extension: Apply similar frameworks to scientific, ethical, and religious
discourse

Pedagogical implementation: Teach critics to code their own writing, making linguistic force
visible and choice conscious

Theoretical refinement: Develop additional indices or sub-indices for specific domains
(performance criticism, music criticism, film criticism)

But the fundamental achievement stands: PIC completes what Husserl and Dufrenne began. It
provides mathematical rigor without positivism, phenomenological insight without mere
description, formal measurement that serves rather than destroys encounter.

The Lineage Complete

HUSSERL (1859-1938)

Mathematics → Phenomenology

↓ (60 years)

DUFRENNE (1910-1995)

Phenomenology → Aesthetics

↓ (72 years)

POST-INTERPRETIVE CRITICISM (2025)

Aesthetics → Formalization

The bridge is built. What Husserl envisioned in 1900, what Dufrenne described in 1953, PIC
formalizes in 2025. This is not incremental refinement but completion, the fulfillment of

Sought: Rigorous science of consciousness
Problem: Cannot formalize without losing phenomena
Achievement: Methods (epoché, reduction, eidetic variation)

Sought: Phenomenology of aesthetic experience
Problem: Cannot move from description to diagnosis
Achievement: Work/aesthetic object, quasi-subject, dialectic

Sought: Measurable phenomenology
Solution: Diagnostic indices for critical language

Achievement: Mathematical phenomenology of aesthetic criticism



phenomenology’s promise to unite scientific rigor with experiential fidelity.

Art criticism may seem a modest domain for such achievement. But precisely because art
exists at the intersection of materiality and meaning, because aesthetic objects arise through
co-constitution, because quasi-subjects address perceivers without reducible to mere objects,
this domain allows what more “fundamental” domains prohibit: measuring consciousness’s
relationship to phenomena without destroying the relationship measured.

The seventy-two-year bridge from Dufrenne to PIC, and the 125-year bridge from Husserl to
PIC, are complete. Phenomenology has achieved the mathematical rigor it sought. Aesthetic
philosophy has operational methods it lacked. And art criticism has diagnostic tools for
examining its own linguistic force.

What remains is application, refinement, and extension. But the fundamental work is done:
mathematical phenomenology of aesthetic criticism exists. Husserl’s dream and Dufrenne’s
insights unite in a framework that measures without reducing, formalizes without destroying,
and honors the ethical weight of aesthetic encounter.
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