
While reading Sherri Irvin’s “Choosing our Aesthetic Practices Wisely: Embodi-
ment, Pleasure, and Justice,” I found myself convinced that I should choose aes-
thetic exploration practice (AEP) in place of conventional beauty practice (CBP), 
yet it remained unclear to me how to choose it, given how entrenched CBP is in my 
psyche. In this paper, I suggest make-believe play as a means of disrupting CBP 
and creating a path toward AEP. I first discuss the work of Maria Lugones, Kendall 
Walton, and C. Thi Nguyen to explain what I mean by make-believe play and the 
advantages I see in it. I then describe three games of make-believe one might play 
to move toward AEP: Aesthetic Explorer, My Body is a Landscape, and My 
Body is an Artwork.

C. R. Muller
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0. Introduction

While reading Sherri Irvin’s “Choosing our Aesthetic Practices Wisely: 
Embodiment, Pleasure, and Justice,” I found myself convinced that I 
should choose aesthetic exploration practice (AEP) in place of conven-
tional beauty practice (CBP). That I reached this conclusion did not sur-
prise me, as I have long believed that I should stop privileging conven-
tional beauty standards. However, I had never envisioned an aesthetic 
practice in its place, opting instead for a rejection of aesthetic value 
altogether and focusing on internal virtues like kindness. Thus, Irvin’s 
suggestion of an alternative aesthetic practice is welcome, especially as 
it aligns with my innate desire to enjoy the delights and oddities of my 
own body.

However, a significant issue remains. Having established what I should 
choose, I find myself unsure of how to choose it. After so many years 
absorbing CBP and facing the “disapproving gaze” and some of the “pen-
alties … imposed on the ugly,” it is difficult to shift gears (Irvin, 2026: 14). 
While I have made some inroads into broadening what I include under 
the label “beautiful” as suggested in A. W. Eaton (2016) among others, I 
have never succeeded in giving up the relevant value system altogether. 
Nor am I alone in this difficulty, as Irvin (2017: 3-5) makes clear: people 
frequently make judgments based on conventional beauty that outstrip 
what they would explicitly support, demonstrating the challenge of 
freeing oneself from CBP.

Irvin suggests that, to cultivate AEP, one can “practice first on one’s own 
body and on publicly available representations or embodied perfor-
mances to learn to find sources of aesthetic interest and pleasure in a 
wide variety of faces and bodies” (2026: 15). What follows is my attempt 
to offer practical guidance for making the first step of practising AEP 
on our own bodies. I suggest make-believe play as a way to move in this 
direction, and I map out three games of make-believe one might play: 
Aesthetic Explorer, My Body is a Landscape, and My Body is an Artwork. 
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1. Make-Believe Play

1  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pushing me to clarify this point. Walton 
(1990: 144-150) calls the basis in reality the ‘Reality Principle’ when discussing games of 
make-believe we play with fictions, though a full exegesis of his interpretive principles 
would take us too far afield here.

First, a brief explanation of how I understand make-believe play and 
why it is useful here. Irvin describes AEP as “a playful, rambunctious 
practice, full of surprises, demanding perceptual, cognitive and affective 
engagement along with nimbleness, the ability to avoid getting stuck in 
displeasure or disgust—or, for that matter, in easy pleasures” (2026: 18) 
and as “open-ended and experimental, restless, characterized by seek-
ing” (2026: 24), making make-believe play a natural fit. Both descrip-
tions call to mind playfulness in Maria Lugones’s sense, i.e., to adopt 
a playful attitude is to be willing to make a fool of oneself, which she 
describes as “not worrying about competence, not being self-important, 
not taking norms as sacred…” (1987: 17). Thus, playfulness involves an 
acknowledgement of one’s limitations, openness to being corrected, not 
taking oneself too seriously, and moving away from norms, all of which 
are important for developing an exploratory practice. 

Additionally, games of make-believe, in the style of Kendall Walton, 
are a useful tool to shift away from the rules of everyday life. As the 
foundation for his pretense theory, Walton uses children’s make-believe 
games, in which children use objects in the real world as props to help 
generate what is true according to the game (1990: 37). For instance, 
a particularly large stump is a large bear, a knobbly, old stick is an old 
horse, and so on. These games are governed by rules such as “stumps are 
bears,” which, although loose and revisable, offer a starting point so that 
everyone playing has a shared understanding of which utterances are 
acceptable within the game (1990: 38-43). These games often build on 
knowledge about reality, e.g. when kids play House and use their own 
home life as a model, but they remain open to revision and can shift to 
fit the available props.1 (E.g., my “babies” subsisted on corn, toast, nuts, 
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and oranges, because that was the play food I had as a child, although I 
didn’t think that was an appropriate diet for an infant in real life.) Both 
the basis in reality and the accommodation to the prop are relevant to 
the games I propose below. Although one might worry that the game’s 
basis in reality would entrench CBP within the game, I hope to suggest 
games that shake us free of CBP by prompting us to adopt the mindset 
of an aesthetic explorer and see our bodies from novel perspectives.

Lastly, games allow us to develop new forms of agency, as C. Thi Nguyen 
argues. As he puts it, “Games can help build our inventory of ways of 
being practical. And such an inventory, when well and appropriately 
managed, can support our freedom and autonomy” (2020: 83-84, 
emphasis in original). Although Nguyen is focused on “striving” play, 
in which one takes on obstacles for the sake of overcoming them 
(2019: 68), which he sees as “conceptually distinct” from make-believe 
play (2019: 54), I believe games of make-believe also involve taking on 
obstacles and restrictions and can thus accomplish the same ends.2 
For instance, even House involves obstacles (chores, babies to feed, 
etc.) and restrictions (rules like “change the baby’s diaper regularly”). 
Working through obstacles and restrictions allows us to develop new 
types of agency, Nguyen argues. In contrast, “too much freedom … may 
simply lead to a repetition of one’s own ruts and habits” (2020: 96), 
which is similar to my concern that simply setting out to become aes-
thetic explorers might result in a repetition of CBP. Thus, I suggest three 
structured games of make-believe to help us break free from our con-
ventional “ruts and habits” and move toward AEP. 

2  Here I follow Bernard Suits in seeing the voluntary overcoming of obstacles as essen-
tial to all games (Suits [1978] 2014, 43, as cited in Nguyen 2020: 5). Nguyen notes that 
his argument should be “palatable” to such a view, so for the remainder of the paper I 
take his points to apply to the games I describe (Nguyen 2020: 7, note 5).
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2. Aesthetic Explorer

3  An anonymous reviewer raised the question of whether this game looks specifically 
for positive qualities, but in alignment with Irvin’s ultimate goal in AEP, I don’t think it 
needs to do so. Instead, it adopts an attitude of exploring both the good and the bad 
without getting stuck in “displeasure and disgust” or in “easy pleasures” (Irvin 2026: 18). 

4  Though I lack the space to discuss this point fully here, this shift in mindset 
seems similar to Heidegger’s idea of things becoming present-to-hand rather than 
ready-to-hand.

The first make-believe game I propose is Aesthetic Explorer. This game 
involves taking on the “agential mode” (Nguyen 2020: 79) of an aesthetic 
explorer, which means taking on a point of view that sees everything 
in the world as open to aesthetic exploration and curiosity. In adopt-
ing this agential mode, it is helpful to keep Lugones in mind, with 
her emphasis on not taking norms as sacred: the aesthetic explorer is 
expressly not interested in conventional norms of beauty and design 
but in exploration, uncovering the interesting aesthetic aspects of the 
world around us. Adopting this mindset toward the world, within the 
game, can help us develop the non-judgmental, curious perspective 
needed for AEP toward our own bodies.3 

To go into a bit more detail, this game involves an appreciation for the 
wide array of objects in the world, however mundane: a water bottle, 
lawnmower, clump of cat hair, and basket of laundry all have aesthetic 
properties one can explore, such as having a saturated hue, singing with 
a high-pitched whine when going uphill, being soft but off-putting, and 
displaying a chaotic jumble of patterns, textures, and colours, respec-
tively.4 Some rules I would propose for Aesthetic Explorer include: “don’t 
take anything for granted,” “explore objects from all angles,” and “look 
for aesthetic properties.” The game thus involves overcoming obstacles 
such as our natural tendency to ignore the details of things we are used 
to, yielding a more observant, detail-oriented agential mode.

While our societal norms involve deeming some things practical and 
others art or “designer” and thereby up for aesthetic evaluation, this 
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game asks us not to take this norm as sacred. Rather, we should open 
up the range of things that can be explored aesthetically, with the hope 
that doing so will help us extend that exploration to our own bodies as 
among the objects in the world. Appreciation for the variety of material 
objects might also give us greater appreciation for our bodies as mate-
rial and for the variety of shapes, textures, sounds, and colours they 
contain or produce.

If we can adopt the perspective of an aesthetic explorer within a game 
of make-believe, one might ask why we can’t just adopt it in our real 
life, rendering this game otiose. To this question, I have several replies. 
First, I think there is a potential ethical flaw in adopting an attitude of 
aesthetic exploration toward the world, outside of a game. As Irvin pre-
sents it, exploration is non-judgmental, and there are some aspects of 
the world, like exploitation and cruelty, that one should judge.5 Second, 
I think it is less demanding to ask people to play Aesthetic Explorer than 
to adopt this perspective in real life. Having played many theatre games 
throughout high school and college, I can attest to there being a gestalt 
shift when asked to play that you are an explorer rather than being 
asked to explore. Although playing at exploring can lead to caricatures 
and silliness, it can also encourage boldness, new perspectives, and new 
ways of moving through the world that one might not think of when 
simply exploring in real life. Moreover, when we adopt perspectives in 
real life, we tend to bring our conventional beliefs with us, while in a 
game, we tend to leave them at the door, leaving us more open to new 
experiences. It is by cultivating this boldness, curiosity, and explora-
tory attitude within the game that we are able to shift our perspective 
outside the game. Lastly, exploring the aesthetics of the world first and 
then seeing one’s body as part of that world seems more achievable to 
me than diving directly into AEP, and it helps distance us from CBP by 
considering the aesthetics of things that are not bodies. 

5  A striking example of the aesthetic exploration of violence can be found in Pig Iron 
Theatre’s show Anodyne. See DuComb (2012) for a description and analysis of the show.
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However, these points leave us on the other horn of the dilemma: why 
adopt AEP in real life, if we can adopt it within the safety of the game 
without commitment or consequences? The primary reason is that 
one of Irvin’s motivations for adopting AEP is precisely to bring about 
real-world consequences, i.e., to gain the practical effects of abandon-
ing CBP in real life. If we were merely to adopt AEP within a game, 
we would miss out on these real-world effects. Nonetheless, we might 
wonder whether it is, in fact, possible to carry these powers of aesthetic 
exploration into real life after the game is over.6 In response, I return 
to Nguyen, who argues that games provide “a library of agencies” that 
contribute to our “menu of possible actions,” which we can adopt in real 
life when we need to take up a specific “agential mode” (2020: 76-77, 
82). Just as playing a game requiring empathy, patience, or quick deci-
sion-making can help us adopt those qualities in real life, so playing a 
game in which we engage in open-minded aesthetic exploration and 
shift away from CBP can help us do so in real life. One might worry that 
CBP will creep back into our psyche once we are outside the game, and I 
admit that the games described in this paper cannot ensure that we will 
always use AEP and avoid CBP. Instead, as Nguyen discusses, they are 
intended to help us cultivate the agential mode of aesthetic exploration, 
so that we have a better chance of adopting it outside the game.

6  Thanks to two anonymous reviewers for pushing me to make this point more explicit.

3. My Body is a Landscape

Once one has fostered an aesthetic exploration mindset, I propose 
playing My Body is a Landscape, the game most directly indicated by 
Irvin’s own metaphors. She describes her thighs as “transformed … 
from a lightly rippled expanse of beach to a choppy dune” (2026: 10) 
and compares aesthetic exploration of the body to “the approach we 
might take to a landscape with very different features than we’ve seen 
before,” noting “we are not surveyors taking a measure of the place but 
are instead here to have fun, to seek out aesthetic pleasures” (2026: 
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11). She contrasts “that pretty vista” with “the gnarly, craggy bits, where 
the surprises are” and groups natural landscapes and human bodies 
together as objects that “emerge partly or wholly independently of aes-
thetic practices and may thus support more than one mode of aesthetic 
engagement” (2026: 12). She also emphasizes aesthetic exploration as 
a quest to “recogniz[e] and enjo[y] the aesthetic affordances of [one’s] 
body” much as we might hunt out aesthetic affordances in a landscape, 
and she closes the paper with a final comparison between bodies and 
natural environments, noting that both “afford ugliness and disgust, but 
they are also – and sometimes by virtue of the very same qualities – fas-
cinating, thrilling, and wondrous” (2026: 25). 

I propose that we use My Body is a Landscape as more than a metaphor, 
intentionally engaging in it as a game of make-believe to help develop 
an AEP mindset toward our bodies. Central to the game is the use of 
one’s imagination to transform aspects of one’s body into landscape 
features, drawing on specific similarities, as we do in the creation of 
metaphors. Playing this game, I notice that the veins on the back of my 
hand branch like rivers, and the wrinkles are like striated rock or ripples 
left in the sand. My uncultivated cuticles stretch and break like a rugged 
shore around the smooth bay of my fingernail. And that’s just one hand! 
While some might worry that they are not imaginative enough to play 
this game, I would respond that it doesn’t require much imagination, 
as the game is primarily playing with scale and picturing small details 
as large land features. Additionally, one can cultivate one’s imaginative 
powers by engaging with art and literature, such as Giuseppe Penone’s 
Svolgere la Propria Pelle (To Unravel One’s Own Skin), in which hundreds 
of images recording his anatomy are arranged in a map-like array, or 
Audre Lorde’s ‘Woman’ (1978: 82), “I dream of a place between your 
breasts/ to build my house like a haven/ where I plant crops/ in your 
body/ an endless harvest.” 

As noted above, games involve loose and flexible rules. In My Body is a 
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Landscape, the central rule is “body parts are no longer part of a body 
but part of a landscape.” The game thus dislodges CBP, with its idealized 
versions of body parts, and helps us explore the particularities of the 
body by imaginatively enlarging them. Another rule is “consider body 
parts in isolation from each other”: were they imagined to be connected, 
the resemblance to the body would be obvious and disrupt the game. 
Lastly, the game follows a general rule for prop-oriented make-believe: 
“accommodate the prop.” Just as a knobbly stick becomes an old, knob-
bly horse in the game Sticks are Horses, so a knobbly knee becomes a 
knobbly hill in My Body is a Landscape. To return to my original exam-
ple, if I artificially smoothed the cuticles within my game to make a 
perfect moonlit bay, I would miss the chance to see their particularity 
and would be more likely to slide back into CBP. That said, one need not 
accommodate every aspect of the prop in one’s game: fingernails are 
pink underneath, not blue or green as one would expect from a moonlit 
pond, but one can still play that they are a moonlit pond. Where, then, 
is the line between respecting and ignoring the details of the prop? The 
answer will differ depending on the game, but I would say that the guid-
ing principle is to attend to particularity but ignore aspects that are not 
particular. Fingernails in general are pink, so we can ignore that aspect, 
just as children playing Sticks are Horses ignore the fact that sticks don’t 
have manes, but the specifics of one’s cuticle (or stick) should be incor-
porated into the game.

Irvin urges us to see “what is here before me right now: the affordances 
of this very encounter with this very body” (2026: 18). Thus, including 
the ragged edges of my cuticles as I imagine my fingernail as a moon-
lit bay allows me to see this broken landscape as a windswept dune or 
broken heather, which in turn helps me appreciate the specific texture 
of this small part of my body. There is thus a virtuous cycle between 
using the prop to inform the game and using the game to notice further 
details about the prop. As Walton argues in the context of metaphor, 
“props are not always tools in the service of make-believe. Sometimes 
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make-believe is a means for understanding props … to provide useful or 
illuminating ways of describing or thinking about them” (1993: 39). In 
this case, the game illuminates the particularities of our body and helps 
us explore them without judgment. 

On that note, one might worry that we will import our problematic 
judgments about landscapes into judgments about our bodies. E.g., 
picturing one’s skin as a dry wheat field, one might feel critical of the 
farmer who neglected to water the field and, in turn, carry this over 
to criticism of one’s own hydration and skin care practices.7 My initial 
reply to this worry is that one can explore a dry wheat field joyfully, with 
curiosity and open-mindedness, despite wishing the farmer had taken 
better care of it. Nonetheless, one might worry more generally that CBP 
about landscapes could lead us back to CBP about our bodies. In reply, 
I would first note that our conventional beauty practices regarding 
landscapes tend to value pristine, untouched wilderness, in contrast to 
CBP about bodies, which tends to value the shaved, enhanced, reduced, 
etc. Thus, even if CBP about landscapes trickles in, the effect could still 
be liberating. But more fundamentally, the focus of the game is seeing 
one’s body parts as something else, which can disrupt CBP about the 
body independently of any judgments we might make about the “land-
scape” we’re discovering. 

7  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for this worry and the example.

4. My Body is an Artwork

Still, one might return to the worry from the end of section two and 
wonder how one can move from My Body is a Landscape to AEP, as the 
former requires a sort of double-seeing of one’s body as a landscape, 
which is not aesthetic exploration of one’s own body simpliciter. If I 
reflect on moments when I have explored the details of my body in 
an open-minded way, they have largely stemmed from having artist 
friends create portraits of me. Suddenly, I noticed details that had been 
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obscured by habit and acquaintance, and I was able to explore them 
less judgmentally because of the artistic representation. These experi-
ences inspire the final game I discuss: My Body is an Artwork.

Given my inspiration for this game, one might guess that it would 
involve making realistic art depicting one’s body or looking at realistic 
artworks depicting bodies similar to one’s own. In particular, one might 
think of work depicting bodies that fail to conform to CBP and look for 
depictions that most closely map onto one’s own body. For instance, 
one might look at Duane Hanson’s hyperreal sculptures of everyday 
Americans as their bodies “slump, lean, and sag” (Calcutt, 2003: n.p.), 
Aleah Chapin’s oils of naked, elderly women, Lucian Freud’s Benefits 
Supervisor Sleeping, or Mary Duffy’s performance as the Venus de Milo 
(discussed in Siebers, 2008: 333-334).8 However, there is a problem with 
using realistic art for this game, as even realistic artworks with subjects 
that do not conform to CBP often bring out the beauty in their subjects, 
which ultimately supports CBP, at least the extended CBP promoted 
by Eaton and others. For instance, Cameron Laux describes the subject 
of Freud’s painting as follows, “… she is majestic; she has curves on her 
curves, and they phosphoresce gently in shades of brown, pink, and 
white” (2015: n.p.). Thus, I turn to abstract and semi-abstract art depict-
ing bodies to help us move toward AEP.

To play My Body is an Artwork, then, one should first experience a wide 
range of abstract and semi-abstract artwork representing people’s 
bodies, such as cubism, Fauvism, or postmodern art. For instance, one 
might look at Liubov Popova’s Cubist Nude, Firelei Báez’s To See beyond 
It …, Fernand Léger’s Three Women, Patricia Piccinini’s Bootflower, or 
Henri Matisse’s The Dance, abstracting the body into reduced forms and 
shapes and picturing one’s own body through these lenses. One could 
use the work of Alberto Giacometti, Willem de Kooning’s Woman I, or 
Page Turner’s Tiny Toes and imagine one’s body as stretched and dis-

8  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for bringing Siebers’s work to my attention.
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torted, as a barely intelligible scribble, or as a box of curios, respectively. 
While abstraction means that some details will be left out, keeping 
these artworks in mind will help one develop a mindset of exploration: 
one can see one’s body in new and unexpected ways by considering the 
new and unexpected ways bodies have been seen. The abstraction thus 
helps shake one loose from CBP and also brings out a greater appreci-
ation for specific details. For instance, Baez’s piece might help one pay 
more attention to the liquidity of one’s eyes or the greenish hues of 
one’s skin. 

As one plays My Body is an Artwork, one should strive to maintain the 
mindset from Aesthetic Explorer, staying non-judgmental, curious, and 
attentive to detail. The rules of the game are quite general: (1) imagine 
one’s body using various non-realistic artistic styles, and (2) attend to 
specific details about one’s body. Additionally, one can play in more 
concrete ways, such as creating abstract self-portraits in different media. 
In playing this game, it is helpful to remember Lugones’ directive to not 
take oneself too seriously. These different framings and imaginings can 
help one see the details of one’s particular body in an open-minded, 
curious light, while the artistic lens helps us focus on the specific details 
of our bodies. 

Even if we restrict ourselves to abstract and semi-abstract art, though, 
one might worry that My Body is an Artwork will ultimately rely on CBP, 
because art is essentially concerned with beauty. However, I think this 
worry stems from a reductive view of art. Rarely does an artist or critic 
focus simplistically on beauty in discussing an artwork. Instead, artists 
might focus on their artistic process or meaningful details in the work, 
while critics might describe the work as vibrant, discordant, muted, 
harmonious, cluttered, sketchy, joyful, lifeless, etc. using terms that 
are more specific than ‘beautiful’ (Boddy-Evans, 2025). As My Body is 
an Artwork aims at attending to the particularities of one’s body, one 
should try to use these more precise descriptors while playing it. One 
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might still worry that these terms carry value judgments, e.g. valuing the 
symmetrical and harmonious over the asymmetrical and discordant. 
However, if we look at a wide range of artworks, as I have suggested, I 
believe we can find value on both sides of this dichotomy rather than 
favouring one over the other.

5. Conclusion

It is my hope that, if one plays these games—Aesthetic Explorer, My 
Body is a Landscape, and My Body is an Artwork—one will become 
better positioned to adopt Irvin’s suggested practice of aesthetic explo-
ration. Some might not need the games, but I hope that they can help 
anyone having difficulty making the leap to AEP. They support playful-
ness as we imagine our body in different ways, foster the agential mode 
of aesthetic explorers, and supply ways to break away from our conven-
tional beliefs. While it might not be possible to disrupt CBP completely, 
these games can help free us from its power and adopt Irvin’s AEP more 
deeply and whole-heartedly.

It can feel a little desperate sometimes, the project of unlearning the 
strict, taxing rules of CBP and developing a new practice. I am grateful 
to Irvin for suggesting a practice of experiencing my body that avoids 
CBP but maintains an aesthetic perspective, and I hope to have contrib-
uted some practical methods for moving toward this joyful and exuber-
ant practice.
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