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Abstract

According to prominent philosophical views, appreciating beauty involves psycholog-
ical distancing, where one does not consider the beautiful object in light of practical
interests, and beauty leads to transformative and self-transcendent affective experi-
ences. In this study (N=187), conducted in the naturalistic environment of a
museum, we explored these ideas. Half the participants were instructed to rate
the beauty of pottery objects created by a renowned artist, while the other half
engaged in a control task that did not involve evaluating beauty. Based on
Construal Level Theory, we used the Behavior Identification Form to explore
whether aesthetic experiences encourage abstract thinking, and in turn, psychological
distance. We also predicted that beauty appreciation would lead to greater transfor-
mative and self-transcendent emotions. Indeed, appreciating the beauty of artworks
led participants to think in a more abstract way, especially those who practice an
art hobby themselves, as well as to transformative, and self-transcendent emotions.
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One of the most prominent ideas in philosophical aesthetics is that beauty involves dis-
interest and distance. Kant (1790/2000) argued that beauty gives rise to disinterested
pleasure: when observers find an object beautiful, it pleases immediately and not
because it satisfies any practical interest we may hold. Glossing the same general
idea, Edward Bullough (1912) suggested that beauty has the power to transform
people, by disconnecting the object or phenomenon from the practical self, and prac-
tical concerns. Beauty leads to passive contemplation, and not practical action.

While this idea has proved extremely influential since the eighteenth century, it has
had its critics. Most influentially, George Dickie (1964) denied the existence of such a
special state of mind, arguing that what might seem like a disinterested or distanced
state of mind in aesthetic appreciation can instead be explained in terms of deploying
our ordinary attentional capacities.

Alongside this, a great many philosophers, including Plato (c. 370), Schopenhauer
(1969), Murdoch (1970), and Doran (2022, 2023), among others, have suggested that
the affective experience of beauty involves self-transcendent and transformative ele-
ments. Iris Murdoch (1985, p. 78), for example, claims that appreciating beauty
leads to a moment of “unselfing”.

In the present study, conducted in an art museum context and utilising experimental
methods from social psychology, we put these two ideas to the test. More specifically,
we investigated, first, whether beauty appreciation can lead to psychological distanc-
ing, indicated by abstract thinking, as predicted by the Construal Level Theory of
Psychological Distance (Trope & Liberman, 2010). If so, our study would suggest
that beauty appreciation has the potential to change thinking styles, by prompting
people to temporarily set aside practical concerns and focus on the bigger picture.
Second, we investigated whether beauty appreciation might lead to transformative
and self-transcendent affective states and third, whether such affective experiences
are linked to the aforementioned potential change in thinking style.

The Aesthetic Mind: Disinterestedness and Psychical Distance

According to Immanuel Kant, judgments of beauty are essentially disinterested:

We have a faculty of merely aesthetic judgment, for judging of forms without concepts and for
finding a satisfaction in the mere judging of them which we at the same time make into a rule for
everyone without this judgment being grounded on an interest or producing one. (1790/2000,
§42, 5: 300: 180, our emphasis).

Relatedly, Kant claims that someone making beauty judgments must “not be in the
least biased in favour of the existence of the thing, but must be entirely indifferent
in this respect” (Kant, 1790/2000, p. 91). Beauty judgments, therefore, are devoid
of any considerations of the object’s practical usefulness for the person appreciating it.

Glossing a similar idea at the beginning of the twentieth century, Edward Bullough
proposed the existence of a special aesthetic state of mind that is characterised by what
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he called “psychical distance”. Aesthetic distance, according to Bullough, is an
always-present element of art experience, and lies between the person and their affec-
tive states, separating those experiencing art from their practical needs: “[...] the trans-
formation by Distance is produced in the first instance by putting the phenomenon, so
to speak, out of gear with our practical, actual self; by allowing it to stand outside the
context of our personal needs and ends — in short, by looking at it ‘objectively’[...]”
(Bullough, 1912, pp. 89-90).

Although the concepts of disinterestedness and psychical distance might suggest a
cold, purely intellectual relationship with an object, both Kant and Bullough believed
that aesthetic experience contains an affective element where the practical interest is
filtered out.

While the notions of disinterestedness and psychical distance held considerable
sway over the field of philosophical aesthetics (see, for example, Stolnitz, 1960),
their influence has waned, particularly due to the criticisms levelled by George
Dickie (1964). Dickie rejected the existence of a special aesthetic state of mind, and
particularly the idea that this might involve “psychical distance,” arguing that the phe-
nomenon being described by that latter concept is, at root, merely focusing one’s full
attention on an object. As such, according to Dickie, the aesthetic experience can be
fully explained in terms of attention, which at a given time may, or may not involve
having an aesthetic object as the full focus of one’s mind.

In making the case for this idea, Dickie considers Bullough’s example of the jealous
man who is not able to aesthetically appreciate a performance of Othello because he
keeps thinking about his own wife’s potentially suspicious behavior. Bullough
claims that this individual is “under-distanced” compared to the audience member
who is able to aesthetically appreciate the play. Dickie argues that the two do not
differ with respect to any special psychological state related to distance, such that
we can truly say that the jealous husband is “under-distanced”. Rather, they simply
seem to be attending to different things, and to different extents, as a result of different
motivations: the audience member appreciating the play is attending fully to the play,
whereas the suspicious husband is attending less fully to the play because he is also
attending to his wife’s behavior, motivated by his jealousy. As such, what might
have first looked like a special disinterested or distanced state of mind, which we
deploy when engaging with the world aesthetically, can be explained, according to
Dickie, merely in terms of attending to different objects, or attending to the same
object to a varying extent, as a result of different motivations and intentions.

Psychological Distance from the Perspective of Construal
Level Theory
To empirically explore whether there is a special aesthetic distant state of mind, and

particularly whether Bullough or Dickie is right, theories and findings from social psy-
chology might be able to help. More specifically, the Construal Level Theory of
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Psychological Distance (Trope & Liberman, 2010) might suggest that there is a way of
understanding the aesthetic state of mind, particularly the notions of disinterest and
distance, which does not reduce to mere attention. The Construal Level Theory of
Psychological Distance has established that psychological distance tends to be associ-
ated with higher levels of cognitive abstraction. Construal Level Theory examines how
psychological distance shapes how events, objects, or people are mentally represented.
Psychological distance comes in four distinct forms: spatial distance reflects an
object’s perceived physical proximity or distance from the self, temporal distance
refers to closeness or remoteness in the past or future, social distance involves
whether a person is perceived as being closely connected to the self or a stranger,
and hypothetical distance considers whether something is more or less likely (Trope
& Liberman, 2010). Importantly, as psychological distance increases in any of these
domains, objects, people, and events are construed in a more abstract manner,
which means that one tends to focus more on the overall picture rather than details,
and on central features rather than secondary ones.

To give an example of the relationship between psychological distance and cogni-
tive abstraction, in a seminal study by Liberman and Trope (1998), participants were
asked to imagine themselves engaging in certain behaviors, such as moving into a new
apartment or taking an exam, either tomorrow or next year. They were asked to
describe those experiences and complete the Behavior Identification Form (BIF;
Vallacher & Wegner, 1989), which is based on the idea that any action can be repre-
sented in one of two ways, namely to either focus on specific details of the action (i.e.,
how it is done), or to focus on its broader meaning (i.e., why it is done). Participants in
the distant future group were more likely to choose more abstract action descriptions.
Another study showed that when presented with two action descriptions, which dif-
fered with respect to whether they were hypothetical or actual, people were more
inclined to describe the hypothetical actions by their goals, and less hypothetical
actions by the concrete means of executing the actions, as measured by the BIF
(Grinfeld et al., 2024). Indeed, studies have found an effect of all four types of psycho-
logical distance— temporal, spatial, social, and hypothetical-on abstract thinking
(Wakslak et al., 2006; Fujita et al., 2006; Liviatan et al., 2008; Sanchez et al.,
2021). If psychological distance gives rise to a more abstract mindset, then testing
whether appreciation of beauty leads to greater levels of abstract thinking can help
to settle whether appreciation of beauty does indeed involve a distanced state of
mind, as Bullough suggests.

Abstract thinking is notoriously difficult to define and there are numerous measures
of it—including perceptual measures that aim to capture focusing on global or local
aspects of an image, categorisation and segmentation tasks focusing on category
width, or measures based on the why-how paradigm (Burgoon et al., 2013). In this
paper we focus specifically on Action Identification Theory (Vallacher & Wegner,
1987, 1989), for which the BIF is the most commonly used measure of abstraction.
As noted above, it prompts participants to cognitively construe an action either by
focusing on details of the action, or the broader meaning of the action. This results
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in more or less abstract action descriptions. As such, the BIF is a convenient way of
operationalizing cognitive abstraction, and in turn psychological distance, and has
become the most widely used measure to do so (Burgoon et al., 2013).

With respect to abstract thinking, aesthetics and art, several papers have begun to
explore this relationship. Kim and Kim (2018) explored whether art could induce
more abstract mindsets than non-art. Participants either viewed an image of a painting,
or a non-artistic image of everyday objects arranged in a composition resembling that
painting. To measure abstract mindset, participants were asked to rate the extent to
which they considered meaning or symbolism. To measure concrete mindset, they
were also asked how much they considered “monetary value” and “material/method
of production”. Participants in the art condition focused significantly more on what
the authors identify as the abstract aspect of aesthetic experience, that is, “meaning
or symbolism”, compared to those in the non-art condition. Durkin et al. (2020) inves-
tigated whether compared to representational art, abstract art fosters psychological dis-
tance. Participants were instructed to categorise paintings as either abstract or
representational and then assign them to days that were either temporally close or
distant-namely, they were asked whether paintings should hang in a gallery
opening tomorrow or in a year. Their results show that abstract paintings were more
frequently assigned to distant locations (e.g., an art gallery in another state vs. an art
gallery around the corner) than representational paintings. This implies that abstract
art, in contrast to representational art, has a greater tendency to evoke a sense of psy-
chological distance.

While most work on art and abstract thinking has focused on visual art, research
suggests that artworks from other artistic domains can also give rise to more abstract
mindsets. For instance, auditory cues in music associated with proximity or distance
have been shown to trigger, respectively, concrete or abstract construals (Hansen &
Melzner, 2014). Similarly, low frequencies in music can also increase psychological
distance (Sunaga, 2018). Therefore, so far, the existing evidence supports the claim
that “Distance is a factor in all Art” (Bullough, 1912, p. 90).

While this work suggests that there might be a link between aesthetic appreciation,
at least of certain kinds of artworks, on the one hand, and abstract thinking and psy-
chological distance on the other, it is limited in its ability to speak to the issues that
motivate the study reported here—and specifically, whether aesthetic engagement is
characterised by psychological distance. Although Durkin et al.” (2020) findings
suggest that one kind of art—abstract art—tends to lead to psychological distance (pre-
sumably by encouraging abstract thinking (Wakslak et al., 2006; Fujita et al., 2006;
Liviatan et al., 2008; Sédnchez et al., 2021)), they do not show that aesthetic engage-
ment versus non-aesthetic engagement leads to psychological distance. Similarly,
while Kim and Kim’s work (2018) compares aesthetic objects with non-aesthetic
objects, their studies use a non-standard measure of abstract thinking and psycholog-
ical distance, which moreover, confounds abstraction with art-specific attributes such
as symbolism. The study reported here avoids these limitations: Observers engaged
with the identical set of aesthetic objects within a gallery setting but did so while
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either focusing on their aesthetic quality, or not. This design ensured that while the
objects remained constant, the tasks elicited different mindsets. Furthermore, we
opted for a standard measure of abstract thinking, namely the BIF, to make findings
easier to compare to existing research.

The Affective Dimension of Aesthetic Experience

Alongside philosophical work suggesting that aesthetic appreciation involves a dis-
tanced cognitive attitude or disinterested variety of pleasure, many philosophers have
thought that aesthetic appreciation—and specifically, the experience of beauty—leads to
transformative and even self-transcendent affective states (e.g., Plato, c. 370;
Murdoch, 1985; and Doran, 2022, 2023). Schopenhauer, for example, writes that,

Whenever [beauty] presents itself to our gaze all at once, it almost always succeeds in snatching us,
although only for a few moments, from subjectivity, from the thraldom of the will [...] The storm of
passions, the pressure of desire and fear, the miseries of willing are then at once calmed and appeased
in a marvellous way. For at the moment when, torn from the will, we have given ourselves up to pure,
will-less knowing, we have stepped into another world, so to speak, where everything that moves our
will, and thus violently agitates us, no longer exists (1969, p.197).

Within empirical aesthetics, transformative and self-transcendent emotional experiences
are a common target of research, though this does not tend to be studied specifically in
response to beauty. Transformative affective experiences include feeling enlightened,
transformed, or having sudden insight (Pelowski et al., 2021), and are characterised
by a felt change in the self, and may lead to self-reflection (Pelowski & Akiba, 2011).
Recent studies suggest that these kinds of experiences tend to be had in the face of aes-
thetic objects that are disruptive or challenging (Pelowski & Akiba, 2011).
Self-transcendent affective experiences include emotional states such as admira-
tion, awe, being moved, compassion, elevation, gratitude, and wonder, and are char-
acterised by decreased self-salience and increased feelings of connectedness (Yaden
et al., 2017), and may lead people to “transcend their own desires and focus on
those of another” (Stellar et al., 2017). Recent evidence suggests that people experi-
ence these emotions in response to art, with a series of studies showing that people
are more likely to report having experienced awe, gratitude, and moral elevation in
response to photographic art as opposed to photographs that were not intended to be
art (Al-Kire et al., 2023). Self-transcendent emotions contain a cognitive element
and can be categorised into two groups associated with different action tendencies:
Social self-transcendent emotions motivate people to engage in prosocial behaviors,
while epistemic self-transcendent emotions motivate people to engage with new infor-
mation (Abatista & Cova, 2023). Despite this work, little empirical work has been
done to establish whether appreciation of beauty, in particular, can lead to self-
transcendent and transformative experiences (though see Doran, 2022, 2023).
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The Current Study

We explored whether experiencing objects in an aesthetic manner, as opposed to a
non-aesthetic manner, gives rise to a more abstract mindset and to self-transcendent
and transformative affective states, and moreover, whether there is a connection
between these affective states and abstract thinking. Given that beauty appreciation
is the paradigm of engaging with objects aesthetically, and given the focus on
beauty in the relevant philosophical literature and the relative absence of empirical
studies on beauty and self-transcendent and transformative affective states, we specif-
ically investigated whether judging the beauty of artworks may lead to a distanced
abstract mindset, and self-transcendent and transformative affective states. As a
second order effect, we investigated whether transformative and self-transcendent feel-
ings induced by engagement with beautiful objects would be relevant to the state of
mind of aesthetic distance.

In this study, we focused not on any particular artistic domain (such as paintings,
sculptures, or photographs) nor on whether the objects under consideration were art
or non-art, but specifically on beauty judgments and the effects of beauty appreciation.
We therefore did not aim to focus on any specific artistic domain, but instead used the
artifacts that were available at the time at a local gallery, namely ceramics objects (e.g.,
tea pots, bowls etc.). Studying ceramic objects furthermore meant that we were able to
go beyond the stimuli used in previous investigations (such as Hansen & Melzner,
2014; Sunaga, 2018; Kim & Kim, 2018).

As a measure of abstract thinking, we used the complete version of the original BIF
scale developed by Vallacher and Wegner (1989). As discussed above, the BIF is one of
the most popular measures of construal level (Burgoon et al., 2013), and is also consid-
ered the most reliable (Mac Giolla et al., 2022). Although initially constructed as a trait
measure, it is also commonly used as a state measure. The BIF involves descriptions of
behaviors, for example, ‘making a list’, and participants are instructed to select one of
two options regarding what the behavior reflects: It can be thought of as ‘being orga-
nised’ (i.e., an abstract description) or as ‘writing things down’ (i.e., a concrete descrip-
tion). When participants are presented with a high-distance condition—an event described
as being far away in time, space, socially, or hypothetically—participants tend to choose
more abstract action identifications on the BIF. In contrast, in a lower psychological dis-
tance condition, when an event is perceived as being close in space and time, as well as
socially or in terms of the probability of it happening, participants are more likely to
focus on the ‘here and now’ and choose more concrete action identifications, such as
‘writing things down’ in the example above.

As a measure of transformative and self-transcendent states, we used a set of items
describing affective states based on the self-report surveys commonly used in museum
studies (Pelowski et al., 2021, Pelowski, 2015). We also measured whether partici-
pants found the instructions easy to follow, understood what was expected of them,
and found the task boring, enjoyable, or tiring. These scales were added to ensure
that both groups do not differ in their engagement, as well as their levels of enjoyment
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and fatigue, and that an abstract mindset is an effect of beauty appreciation and not
merely a result of experimental and control groups undergoing completely dissimilar
affective experiences.

Individual differences in art expertise (Leder et al., 2014) and other aspects of art
interest and experience (e.g., degrees in art history, art practice and hobbies, reading
books about art, visiting museums, etc.) are associated with various affective and eval-
uative responses to art (e.g., Stevanov et al., 2019; Chatterjee et al., 2010; Kiihnapfel
et al., 2024). To explore whether such factors may moderate the relationship between
beauty appreciation and the affective and cognitive responses under consideration, we
included items adapted from earlier work (Chatterjee et al., 2010; Stevanov et al., 2019).

The experience of art and aesthetics is moderated, among other different factors, by
the environment in which it is encountered. Several studies have compared aesthetic
experience in museum and laboratory contexts (for an overview, see Pelowski et al.,
2017). People typically give higher ratings of liking and interest when presented
with artworks in a museum compared to a laboratory (e.g., Specker et al., 2017).
This often coincides with the fact that museums normally exhibit original artworks,
while laboratory or online studies involve various kinds of reproductions. Indeed, orig-
inal artworks receive higher ratings of liking, pleasure, and interestingness than digital
or paper-based artwork reproductions (Locher et al., 1999; Locher & Dolese, 2004;
Brieber et al., 2015; Griiner et al., 2019). The difference extends to other artistic
domains—it has also been shown that listening to live music, compared to watching
a livestream, facilitates feelings of being absorbed (Swarbrick et al., 2024). It is also
often noted that laboratory or online studies of aesthetic experiences may lack ecolog-
ical validity (Carbon, 2020). Indeed, existing studies that have begun to examine the
relationship between art and abstract thinking have yet to examine it in a museum or
gallery context. For these reasons, we conducted the present study in a museum envi-
ronment in a strictly controlled manner.

We hypothesised that appreciating beauty would lead participants to process infor-
mation in a more abstract manner, as reflected in more frequent selection of abstract
action identification descriptions on the BIF. Secondly, we predicted that appreciating
beauty would lead to more positive affective states, specifically leading to higher levels
of transformative and self-transcendent emotions. Thirdly, we expected that self-
transcendent and transformative affect may mediate the effect of beauty appreciation
on abstract thinking. Finally, we explored whether art-relevant individual difference
variables (e.g., art interest and art expertise) may moderate the anticipated effects,
with stronger effects for those with greater art-related experience.

Method

Participants. 187 individuals participated (female: 63.60%, male: 31.01%, other:
3.74%, did not report gender: 1.60%), aged 18 to 29 years (M =22.16, SD =2.03).
To avoid self-selection (e.g., typical art gallery visitors differing from the general pop-
ulation in art expertise, or expectations for a gallery visit), we recruited the sample by
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advertising a study on “ways of information processing in an art gallery” on university
mailing lists.

Aesthetic Stimuli. The experiment was conducted in Kettle’s Yard, a small gallery
in Cambridge, UK, during an exhibition of hand-made clay objects such as bowls and
tea pots by pottery artist Lucie Rie. Fifteen objects were selected, distributed across the
gallery, with a map constructed that reflected the location of those objects.

Beauty Manipulation. The Beauty Condition received a sheet with 15 photographs
of the pottery objects and for each, while walking in the gallery, rated the beauty of
each object on a scale from 1 (not beautiful at all) to 7 (extremely beautiful) (for an
example, see Figure 1). In contrast, the No Beauty Condition was instructed to
match a line drawing of the object with the actual object itself. To do so they received
a sheet with 15 drawings and for each, while walking around the gallery, marked its
numbered location next to the matching object. The two conditions had been pre-tested
to take roughly the same amount of time to complete.

BIF. For each of the 25 neutral action descriptions, participants selected one of two
versions that differed in their level of abstractness. For a total BIF score, concrete
descriptions were coded as 0, while abstract descriptions were coded as 1, thus each
participant could accumulate a BIF score ranging from O points (if they exclusively
selected concrete descriptions) to 25 points (if all their choices were abstract).l

Affect Measures. Participants’ affective feelings were assessed with items com-
monly used to measure aesthetic emotions in museum environments (Pelowski
et al., 2020, Pelowski et al., 2021), namely interested, inspired, happy, excited,
absorbed, enlightened, stimulated, relaxed, moved, distracted, bored, confused, trans-
formed, feeling of lost sense of time, anxious, chills, disappointed, fatigued and admi-
ration. For each, participants rated to what extent they felt it while engaging in the
gallery task, from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely).

e

Figure 1. Sample stimuli for (I) Beauty Condition, and (2) No Beauty Condition.
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Individual Differences in Art Interest and Engagement. Since the effects of aes-
thetic appreciation under investigation may apply either broadly, or only to individuals
with established preferences or experiences with certain types of artistic engagement,
participants indicated their level of general education, art education, art interest, and
involvement in art hobbies. More precisely, participants were asked how often they
visited art museums, art galleries or art events (never, rarely, sometimes, often, regu-
larly), how often they read books or articles about art, whether they had training in art
(practical) or art history (degree or equivalent), and whether their hobby included
painting or other artistic activities, such as private lessons or workshops (yes/no).
We also included the Sensitivity to Beauty scale (Diessner et al., 2008), which involves
rating agreement with four statements on a scale from 1 (very unlike me) to 7 (very
much like me): (1) I notice beauty in art or human-made objects; (2) When perceiving
beauty in a work of art I feel changes in my body, such as a lump in my throat, an
expansion in my chest, faster heartbeat, or other bodily responses; (3) When perceiving
beauty in a work of art I feel emotional, it “moves me,” such as feeling a sense of awe,
or wonder or excitement or admiration or upliftment; (4) When perceiving beauty in a
work of art I feel something like a spiritual experience, perhaps a sense of oneness, or
being united with the universe, or a love of the entire world.

Procedure. Participants were individually invited to Kettle’s Yard gallery at their
chosen time, and randomly assigned to either the Beauty Condition (N =94) or the No
Beauty Condition (N =93). After providing informed consent the participant received
a gallery map along with a set of answer sheets. The map displayed the numbered loca-
tions of 15 ceramic works of art. To ensure that participants viewed all objects in the
same order, both conditions were instructed to walk up to each object by following the
numerical order on the map. Those in the Beauty Condition then rated its beauty, while
taking as much time as they desired to do so. Participants in the No Beauty Condition,
by contrast, were instructed to identify the line drawing corresponding to it on the
answer sheet. To ensure that participants in this Condition did not engage in aesthetic
appreciation, which typically unfolds over time (Brieber et al., 2014), they were asked
not to spend longer than necessary on the task. Furthermore, all participants were
explicitly instructed not to read any labels or descriptions of the artworks, since
doing so has been shown to influence viewers’ aesthetic experiences (Cupchik
et al., 1994; Gerger & Leder, 2015).

Following the beauty manipulation, participants were led out of the gallery room
where the pottery objects were displayed. In a separate area they completed the
BIF, affect measures, and at the end, individual difference measures in art interest
and engagement, as well as the Sensitivity to Beauty scale. They were then debriefed
and compensated with £15 for participation.

Results

BIF. The total BIF score was computed as the sum of selected higher-level alterna-
tives. Testing our key prediction, an independent samples t-test indicated that
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participants in the Beauty Condition (M =13.4, SD =4.0) selected a larger number
of abstract action identification items than participants in the No Beauty Condition
(M=11.8, SD=4.2), t(185)=2.66, p=.008, 95% CI [0.10, 0.68]. Cohen’s d=.39
indicated a medium effect size (Funder & Ozer, 2019). Thus, we found support for
the hypothesis that appreciation of beauty increases abstract thinking.

Moderation Analysis: Individual Differences in Having an Art Hobby. We
included several questions related to art interest and experience to explore potential
covariates and moderators of the effect of beauty appreciation on the BIF. While
there was a wide range in frequency of museum and gallery visits, and reading
books or articles about art among participants, practicing an art hobby almost
exactly divided the sample in half, with 51% of participants indicating to do so. We
therefore ran two-way ANOVA with Condition (Beauty vs. No Beauty) and Art
Hobby (yes/no) as factors, and BIF as the dependent variable. Results confirmed the
main effect of Condition on the BIF, F(1, 186)=7.36, p=.007. The main effect of
Art Hobby was non-significant, F(1, 186)=0.06, p =.806.

Importantly, however, the interaction effect was significant, F(1, 108) =4.30, p =
.04, where people with an art hobby scored higher on the BIF when judging the
beauty of the clay objects (M =14.1, SD =3.6) compared to those merely focusing
on perceptual features of those objects (M =11.2, SD =4.3) (See Figure 2).

To better understand for whom the effect of the Condition on the BIF was differ-
ent from zero, we further probed moderation with Hayes's (2022) PROCESS in R
(Version 4.3), as specified by Model 1. In addition to the same interaction
between Condition and Art Hobby observed in the ANOVA, b=2.48, CI[0.12,
4.38], t=2.07, p=.04 (see Figure 2 and Supplement Table S1), analyses showed
that in the Beauty Condition, only people who reported having an art hobby chose
a higher number of abstract action identification items on BIF, b=2.86, CI[1.21,
4.51], t=3.42, p=.001.

Affect Measures. To reduce dimensionality of the data and identify items that group
transformative and self-transcendent feelings, we applied Principal Component Analysis
(PCA) with Varimax Rotation on the nineteen items measuring how participants felt
during the gallery experience. Eigenvalues indicated five factors that cumulatively
explained 61% of variance, out of which the first two factors explained 42% of variance
(see Supplement Table S2). To determine the appropriate number of common factors to
retain, we performed additional statistical tests, i.e., Scree test (Cattell, 1966), parallel
analysis (O’Connor, 2000) and Minimum Average Partial (MAP) correlations
(Fabrigar & Wegener, 2011). The Scree test suggested to keep three components.
Parallel analysis, on the other hand, arrived at two components, since the third factor
Eigenvalue fell under the 95™ percentile of the 100 randomly generated data sets.
Finally, the MAP test showed that the smallest average squared partial correlation
was .0194 and two components should be retained (See Supplemental Table S3 and
Table S4). The third factor captured little variance and therefore had limited practical
meaning for testing our second order effects looking into the relationship between
beauty appreciation, affect measures, and the BIF.
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Figure 2. Interaction effect between Condition and Art Hobby. The analysis compared
participants who judged the beauty of artworks with participants who performed perceptual
matching with the artworks, as a function of whether participants had an art hobby or not.
Vertical bars denote standard errors.

When considering the structure of the two factors, we only kept items with factor
loadings above .40 (Fabrigar & Wegener, 2011) (see Table 1). The first factor involved
items of how enlightened, moved and transformed participants felt after the gallery
experience. This factor was theoretically meaningful (Pelowski et al., 2018, 2020;
Abatista & Cova, 2023) and therefore we termed it Transformative and
Self-Transcendent Feelings. The second factor comprised interested, happy, excited,
absorbed, and stimulated and in line with previous findings (Schubert, 2022), we
termed it Positive Affect.> Next, for each participant, we created a composite score
on each of the factor by averaging ratings on retained items.

Now, we could proceed with testing our second-order effects: a two-way ANOVA
with Condition (Beauty vs. No Beauty) and Art Hobby (yes/no) on Transformative
and Self-Transcendent Feelings showed a main effect of Condition, with participants
who engaged in beauty appreciation reporting more transformative and self-
transcendent feelings (M =2.9, SD = 1.1) than participants who engaged in perceptual
matching of pottery objects to the drawings (M =2.3, SD=1.0), F(1,182)=12.76, p<
.001, with partial eta squared = .66, indicating a large-sized effect. Thus, the beauty
manipulation had the intended effect on participants’ affective experience. There
was no main effect of Art Hobby, F(1,182)=1.76, p=.19, suggesting that everyone
enjoyed the transformative and self-transcendent benefits of beauty appreciation.
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Table |I. Factor Loadings and Communalities for Varimax (with Kaiser Normalisation) Rotated
Five-Factor Solution for |19 Affective Scales, N = 184. Factor Loadings Above .40 are in Bold for
the Two Retained Factors.

Factor Loading

| 2 3 4 5 Communalities
interested 27 .73 -.02 —.15 12 .64
inspired .60 .59 -.00 -.03 .02 71
happy 23 .76 -.23 —.06 -.03 .69
excited .28 .56 -.26 23 22 .56
absorbed .10 .54 —-.06 -20 .56 .66
enlightened 73 .28 —.14 —-.08 .02 .63
stimulated 25 .45 =37 .10 37 .54
relaxed .03 .20 -0l -84 .04 74
moved .82 .18 .03 .05 A7 .75
distracted .04 .19 .50 25 -39 .50
bored -.07 -27 .58 .07 -4l .59
confused 32 -.30 .34 40 —-.08 48
transformed 77 .06 .00 .06 25 .66
lost the sense of time 21 12 .04 .14 77 .66
anxious -.05 .19 .39 .69 A3 .68
chills .39 27 -0l .15 -.30 34
disappointed .05 —.12 .79 .01 .10 .64
fatigued —.04 —.13 .75 15 .03 61
admiration .58 44 16 -.23 -0l .60

Possible Confounds. A two-way ANOVA with Condition and Art Hobby was con-
ducted to test whether the two conditions differed in Positive Affect, which then might
have caused the observed effect of Condition on the BIF. However, there was no effect
of Condition on Positive Affect, F(1,181)=0.12, p=.74, nor an effect of Art Hobby,
F(1,181)=2.78, p=.10, indicating that the two conditions were equally pleasant and
enjoyable.

We examined various task characteristics to rule out the possibility that judging the
beauty of the art objects and matching them to outline drawings differed in other, irrel-
evant ways. There were no differences in ease of following instructions (Beauty
Condition: M =6.7, SD =0.6; No Beauty Condition: M =6.6, SD =0.7), understand-
ing instructions (Beauty Condition: M = 6.5, SD =0.8; No Beauty Condition: M =6.5,
SD =0.7), the task being enjoyable (Beauty Condition: M =5.6, SD =1.1; No Beauty
Condition: M=5.3, SD=1.1) or tiring (Beauty Condition: M=1.4, SD=0.8; No
Beauty Condition: M =1.4, SD =0.8). Thus, both groups enjoyed their gallery expe-
rience, ruling out confounds unrelated to the experimental manipulation.

Mediation Analyses: Affect Measures and BIF. Given that we found the pre-
dicted effects of the beauty manipulation on (1) abstract thinking (i.e., BIF), and (2)
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Figure 3. Mediation model for the presumed influence of transformative and
self-transcendent feelings on abstract thinking. *denotes statistical significance <.05.

transformative and self-transcendent feelings, we probed whether the latter variable
mediated the former effect (see model in Figure 3). Using the Transformative and
Self-Transcendent Feelings factor as a mediator, the mediation analysis revealed no
significant indirect effect (b=0.11, 95% CI [-0.36, 0.60] (see Supplemental,
Table S4, for detailed statistics).

For completeness, we also explored whether relevant individual affect items, i.e.,
feeling enlightened, moved, transformed, and admirati0n3), examined one-by-one,
might be mediators instead. Again, there was no effect (see Supplement for item anal-
yses, Table S5). This suggests that none of the relevant feelings we measured mediated
the direct effect of Beauty condition on the BIF.

Moderation Analysis: Individual Differences in Sensitivity to Beauty. As one of
the individual difference measures, participants completed the Sensitivity to Beauty
scale (Diessner et al., 2008), which came last. Unexpectedly, the No Beauty
Condition (M =19.5, SD=4.7) had higher scores than the Beauty Condition (M =
18.1, SD=5.4), #(185) =-1.87, one-sided p =.032, 95% CI [-2.86, 0.08]. Cohen’s d
=0.27 indicated a small to medium effect size. This could mean that this trait
measure might have been influenced by the experimental manipulation, or that there
was uneven randomization between the groups on this particular measure. Since we
did not administer it prior to the experimental manipulation, we refrain from
making strong claims about it. Nevertheless, in the Supplement (Figure S4 and
Table S6), we report additional analyses that explored possible moderation involving
participants’ dispositional Sensitivity to Beauty.

Discussion

Historically, a great many philosophers have suggested that aesthetic engagement
involves a special kind of psychological state. Developing a line of thought present
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in Kant, for example, Bullough proposed that aesthetic appreciation gives rise to aes-
thetic distance, which involves a process of “putting [the aesthetic object] out of gear
with our practical, actual self” (Bullough, 1912, pp. 89-90). In other words, this phil-
osophical tradition suggested that when appreciating art, people move beyond practical
constraints (concerning, for example, their needs and how they might use the object to
serve these) and thereby achieve a special detached state of mind.

However, other philosophers, most notably Dickie (1964), have made influential
arguments against the existence of this distinctive state of mind: according to the aes-
thetic state of mind’s detractors, cases where it looks like we adopt a distinctively aes-
thetic state of mind characterised by disinterestedness and distance are simply those
where we are attending fully to an aesthetic object, and this is not a distinctively aes-
thetic state of mind, since we routinely fully attend to non-aesthetic as well as aesthetic
objects.

Given this disagreement, we drew on insights from social psychology, gained from
investigations of the construct of psychological distance in the context of Construal
Level Theory (Trope & Liberman, 2010), to empirically test whether the aesthetic
state of mind can be understood in terms of psychological distance as conceived of
the theory, and whether we could induce this state of aesthetic distance in a
museum environment. The theory echoes Bullough’s conception of distance and
Kant’s notion of aesthetic disinterest by describing a state of mind in which we tran-
scend the here and now, and connectedly our immediate practical needs. Furthermore,
it contributes the insight that this distanced state of mind involves the tendency to think
in a more abstract way. Indeed, in line with this idea, some research has suggested that
engaging with an image of a painting induced a more abstract mindset than engaging
with non-artistic images of everyday objects (Kim & Kim, 2018).

Building on this finding, using a highly controlled method in a gallery context, the
current experiment explored whether relative to a neutral control task, aesthetically
engaging with art objects would increase indicators of abstract thinking. Our results
showed that participants who judged the beauty of objects scored higher on the BIF,
as compared to participants who completed the control task that did not require any
aesthetic evaluation.

With respect to the philosophical significance of this finding, this result partially
vindicates supporters of the existence of an aesthetic state of mind against their
critics, and particularly Bullough, with his view that this involves distance.
Engaging with the world aesthetically does indeed seem to involve a state of mind
that is different to the state of mind that is involved in engaging in a practical
fashion: Rather than merely involving full attentional focus, as Dickie suggests, this
finding suggests that engaging aesthetically involves adopting an abstract mindset,
and, given the association between abstract thinking and psychological distance,
also involves psychological distance. However, this vindication is only partial, as
this psychologically distanced state of mind, and the concomitant tendency to think
abstractly, has been shown to arise from non-aesthetic contexts, such as when we
think about unlikely events, or events that are far away from the present (Liberman
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& Trope, 1998; Wakslak et al., 2006; Fujita et al., 2006). As such, these results suggest
that the aesthetic state of mind may not be unique insofar as it involves an abstract
mindset and distance—as these can arise in non-aesthetic contexts; but that distance
does at least distinguish it from the kind of mindset that tends to arise in the forms
of non-aesthetic engagement that it has been typically contrasted with (other poten-
tially characteristic features of the aesthetic state of mind are discussed below).

Our finding adds to early findings on this issue by first, using a well-validated
measure of abstract thinking derived from Construal Level Theory (Liberman &
Trope, 1998), (i.e., the BIF), second, by specifically targeting the aesthetic versus
the practical mindset by developing a paradigm which requires participants to
perform different tasks with respect to the same objects, and third, by conducting
the research in a museum environment. With respect to the latter benefit, we were
able to demonstrate the ecological validity of Bullough’s (1912) notion of aesthetic
distance, as understood in terms of Construal Level Theory, as people would typically
encounter when visiting an art gallery.

Turning to the second principal aspect of our study, philosophical theorising (e.g.,
Plato, c. 370; Schopenhauer, 1969; Murdoch, 1970) suggested that engagement with
beauty can involve pleasure, as well as transformative and self-transcending affective
states, and existing empirical findings suggest that exposure to art can give rise to these
feelings (e.g., Pelowski, 2015; Pelowski et al., 2021; Al-Kire et al., 2023). We there-
fore also examined feelings related to first, self-transcendence and transformation, and
second, positive affect. In this respect, our findings bear out these philosophical claims,
and extend existing findings by confirming that beauty appreciation can also lead to
self-transcendent and transformative affective states (see also, Doran, 2022, 2023).
While we observed the predicted effect on feelings of transcendence (e.g., moved;
enlightened), importantly, we did not find differences between conditions regarding
positive affect (e.g., happy; interested). In other words, while transformative and self-
transcendent experiences were induced by engagement with beautiful art objects, this
activity in itself did not lead to a generally happier mood than the neutral control con-
dition. Thus, the effect on abstract thinking cannot be accounted for by general positive
affect alone.

Although our study does not provide any statistical evidence for the claim that
transformative and self-transcendent feelings mediate the effect of aesthetic apprecia-
tion on abstract thinking, this hypothesis remains theoretically meaningful and worth
exploring in future research. One possible direction is to test this mediation model with
people who report intense transformative and self-transcendent feelings. In our study,
the average rating of these feelings was relatively low (M =2.61 on a scale from 1 to
7). There also may be other potential mediators that remained untested and other causal
models that potentially underlie the association between beauty appreciation and the
BIF (Fiedler et al., 2018).

Additional literature is also in line with the association between aesthetic appreci-
ation, transformative feelings, abstract thinking and distancing. In particular, an eye-
tracking study by Marin and Leder (2022) suggested that the sense of pleasantness
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evoked by representational paintings triggered a slower and more profound processing
mode compared to the observation of pleasant environmental scenes. Specifically,
paintings that were deemed more aesthetically pleasing resulted in a reduced
number of fixations and longer durations for each fixation. In other words, participants’
gaze lingered for longer when they were aesthetically engaged, providing support for
the presumed distancing mechanism. Moreover, neuroimaging studies suggest that
aesthetic appreciation can result in cognitive effects associated with abstract thinking:
Aesthetic experiences have been shown to activate the default mode network, which is
usually associated with self-referential thought (that is, relating external information to
oneself; Vessel et al., 2012, 2013, 2019). Thus, a growing body of literature supports
the hypothesis that there is a special aesthetic state of mind that it can be described in
terms of psychological distancing and more abstract thought, on the one hand, and self-
transcendent and self-transformative affective states, on the other.

We demonstrated the predicted main effect of a medium magnitude for the exper-
imental manipulation of either judging the beauty of ceramic objects produced by a well-
known artist, compared to focusing on perceptual features of those objects. Importantly,
however, taking into account whether participants had an art hobby furthermore pro-
duced an interaction effect: Those with a propensity to regularly engage with artistic cre-
ation were most likely to reach the state of aesthetic distance. This interpretation is
consistent with the evidence that having previous task-relevant experience increases
abstract thinking. In particular, frequently playing video games was associated with par-
ticipants viewing video game actions in more abstract terms, reflected in higher scores on
the same measure we used, namely the BIF (Ewell et al., 2018).

Several methodological aspects of our experiment are noteworthy. First, pretesting
had established that the two experimental conditions were of roughly equal duration.
Furthermore, study participants rated how enjoyable, difficult, boring or tired they
found the task they were instructed to perform. No differences were obtained
between conditions, ruling out potential methodological confounds. Nevertheless,
there are a number of limitations, to which we turn next.

Limitations and Future Directions

One notable constraint pertains to first, the composition of our sample, and second, the
sample size. The composition was mainly Cambridge University students, which
likely has an impact on the generalizability of our results. Replication studies with
more diverse samples, ideally including from non-WEIRD populations (Henrich
et al., 2010), are necessary to confirm our initial findings and extend our understanding
of the aesthetic mind.

As a second important limitation, we chose to not conduct sample size determina-
tion calculations in advance, because of the limited duration of the artworks being
exhibited. As such, we decided to collect as much data as was feasible over the
month during which we had access to the gallery. Thus, the data collection concluded
with the last day of the exhibition. After the study, following the latest guidance
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(Giner-Sorolla et al., 2024), we conducted a power determination analysis with the
population effect size estimated from the most authoritative meta-analysis on the
effects of psychological distance on abstraction (Soderberg et al., 2015). With a
Hedge’s g =.299 Using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009), and our sample of 187 par-
ticipants, and o= .05, we arrived at .53. Although this was below the recommended
power of .80, Giner-Sorolla et al. (2024) acknowledge that in populations that are dif-
ficult to study, this level may not always be reached. Nevertheless, it is encouraging
that our observed medium-size effect on the BIF of Cohen’s d=.39" was in fact
much larger than the one observed in the meta-analysis of direct effects of psycholog-
ical distance on construal level (Soderberg et al., 2015).

As an additional consideration, one might argue that our task was not perfectly con-
trolled, as both groups were exposed to beautiful art objects, and thus both of them
could have been affected by beauty. However, if the control group also benefited
from exposure to beautiful objects despite being asked to focus on the perceptual
matching task only, our design potentially underestimated the true effect size, which
nevertheless was of a medium-sized magnitude. A different, more controlled compar-
ison condition might therefore show an even larger effect.

Conclusion

Philosophers reflecting the nature of aesthetic experience have put considerable
thought into the question of whether it involves a unique cognitive state, and into
the kinds of affective states it tends to involve. Drawing on insights and methods
from contemporary social psychology, our findings suggest that engaging with art-
works aesthetically may not only elicit transformative and self-transcendent emotions,
but also encourage a tendency to think in a more abstract way. We observed this effect
in a small art museum that is open to the public at no charge, following the typical vis-
itor’s activity of walking around and looking at specific pieces of art. Thus, the cog-
nitive and affective benefits of art creations may be relatively accessible to many.
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Notes

1. Since the BIF is the most widely used and validated measure of abstract thinking, it was our
central outcome variable, which participants completed immediately after the beauty manip-
ulation. On an exploratory basis we also included several other indicators of abstract think-
ing (e.g., global-local thinking). These measures always came after the BIF. We did so
because our access to the gallery was limited to the few weeks of the Lucie Rie exhibition
and we aimed to maximize the amount of data collected. However, findings from these mea-
sures were largely inconclusive because first, it is not clear how long the effect of the beauty
manipulation would have lasted, and second, responses on any one measure could have
influenced responses on subsequent measures (i.e., carry-over effects).
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2. Admiration and inspiration were not retained because they loaded on both factors.

3. Admiration highly loaded on the factor Transformative and Self-Transcendent Feelings. We
did not include it in the composite score because it cross-loaded with another factor, but we
analyze it here for its individual contribution.

4. Effect sizes Cohen’s d and Hedges g are functionally equivalent, with the latter being pre-
ferred for unequal group sample sizes. For ease of interpretability we report Cohen’s d for all
our analyses. If using Hedge’s g instead, for our main result, the BIF t-test, it is also 0.39.
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