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AESTHETIC CONCEPTS 


remarks we make about works of art are of many kinds. .THE
In this paper I wish to distinguish between two broad 

groups. We say that a novel has a great number of characters 
and deals with life in a manufacturing town; that a painting uses 
pale colors, predominantly blues and greens, and has kneeling 
figures in the foreground; that the theme in a fugue is inverted 
at such a point and that there is a stretto at the close; that the 
action of a play takes place in the span of one day and that there 
is a reconciliation scene in the fifth act. Such remarks may be 
made by, and such features pointed out to, anyone with normal 
eyes, ears, and intelligence. On the other hand, we also say that 
a poem is tightly-knit or deeply moving; that a picture lacks 
balance, or has a certain serenity and repose, or that the grouping 
of the figures sets up an exciting tension; that the characters in a 
novel never really come to life, or that a certain episode strikes 
a false note. The making of such remarks as these requires the 
exercise of taste, perceptiveness, or sensitivity, of aesthetic dis- 
crimination or appreciation. Accordingly, when a word or expres- + 

sion is such that taste or perceptiveness is required in order to 
apply it, I shall call it an aesthetic term or expression, and I shall, 
correspondingly, speak of aesthetic concepts or taste concepts.l 

Aesthetic terms span a great range of types and could be grouped 
into various kinds and sub-species. But it is not my present purpose 
to attempt any such grouping; I am interested in what they all 
have in common. Their almost endless variety is adequately 
displayed in the following list: uniJied, balanced, integrated, 
lifeless, serene, somber, dynamic, powerful, vivid, delicate, moving, 
trite, sentimental, tragic. The list of course is not limited to 
adjectives; expressions in artistic contexts like "telling contrast," 

I shall speak loosely of an "aesthetic term," even when, because the word 
sometimes has other uses, it would be more correct to speak of its use as an 
aesthetic term. I shall also speak of "non-aesthetic" words, concepts, features, 
and so on. None of the terms other writers use, "natural," "observable," 
"perceptual," "physical," "objective" (qualities), "neutral," "descriptive" 
(language), when they approach the distinction I am making, is really apt 
for my purpose. 
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"sets up a tension," "conveys a sense of," or "holds it together" 
are equally good illustrations. I t  includes terms used by both 
layman and critic alike, as well as some which are mainly the 
property of professional critics and specialists. 

I have gone for my examples of aesthetic expressions in the 
first place to critical and evaluative discourse about works of art 
because it is there particularly that they abound. But now I 
wish to widen the topic ;we employ terms the use of which requires 
an exercise of taste not only when discussing the arts but quite 
liberally throughout discourse in everyday life. The examples 
given above are expressions which, appearing in critical contexts, 
most usually, if not invariably, have an aesthetic use; outside 
critical discourse the majority of them more frequently have 
some other use unconnected with taste. But many expressions do 
double duty even in everyday discourse, sometimes being used 
as aesthetic expressions and sometimes not. Other words again, 
whether in artistic or daily discourse, function only or predomi- 
nantly as aesthetic terms; of this kind are graceful, delicate, dainp, 
handsome, comely, elegant, garish. Finally, to make the contrast 
with all the preceding examples, there are many words which 
are seldom used as aesthetic terms at all: red, noi.y, brackish, 
clammy, square, docile, curved, evanescent, intelligent, faithful, derelict, 
tar&, freakish. 

Clearly, when we employ words as aesthetic terms we are often 
making and using metaphors, pressing into service words which 
do not primarily function in this manner. Certainly also, many 
words have come to be aesthetic terms by some kind of metaphorical 
transference. This is so with those like c'dynamic," ccmelancholy," 
"balanced," "tightly-knit" which, except in artistic and critical 
writings, are not normally aesthetic terms. But the aesthetic 
vocabulary must not be thought wholly metaphorical. Many 
words, including the most common (lovely, pretty, beautiful, 
dainty, graceful, elegant), are certainly not being used meta-
phorically when employed as aesthetic terms, the very good 
reason being that this is their primary or only use, some of them 
having no current non-aesthetic uses. And though expressions like 
"dynamic," "balanced," and so forth have come by a metaphorical 
shift to be aesthetic terms, their employment in criticism can 
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scarcely be said to be more than quasi-metaphorical. Having 
entered the language of art description and criticism as metaphors 
they are now standard vocabulary in that l ang~age .~  

The expressions I am calling aesthetic terms form no small seg- 
ment of our discourse. Often, it is true, people with normal 
intelligence and good eyesight and hearing lack, at least in some 
measure, the sensitivity required to apply them; a man need 
not be stupid or have poor eyesight to fail to see that something 
is graceful. Thus taste or sensitivity is somewhat more rare than 
certain other human capacities; people who exhibit a sensitivity 
both wide-ranging and refined are a minority. I t  is over the 
application of aesthetic terms too that, notoriously, disputes and 
differences sometimes go helplessly unsettled. But almost every- 
body is able to exercise taste to some degree and in some matters. 
I t  is surprising therefore that aesthetic terms have been so largely 
neglected. They have received glancing treatment in the course 
of other aesthetic discussions; but as a broad category they have 
not received the direct attention they merit. 

The foregoing has marked out the area I wish to discuss. One 
warning should perhaps be given. When I speak of taste in this 
paper, I shall not be dealing with questions which center upon 
expressions like "a matter of taste" (meaning, roughly, a matter 
of personal preference or liking). It is with an ability to notice 
or discern things that I am concerned. 

In order to support our application of an aesthetic term, we 
often refer to features the mention of which involves other aesthetic 
terms: "it has an extraordinary vitality because of its free and 
vigorous style of drawing," "graceful in the smooth flow of its 
lines," "dainty because of the delicacy and harmony of its 
coloring." I t  is as normal to do this as it is to justify one mental 

A contrast will reinforce this. If a critic were to describe a passage of music 
as chattering, carbonated, or gritty, a painter's coloring as vitreous, farinaceous, 
or effervescent, or a writer's style as glutinous, or abrasive, he would be using 
live metaphors rather than drawing on the more normal language of criticism. 
Words like "athletic," "vertiginous," "silken" may fall somewhere between. 
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epithet by other epithets of the same general type, intelligent by 
ingenious, inventive, acute, and so on. But often when we apply 
aesthetic terms, we explain why by referring to features which do 
not depend for their recognition upon an exercise of taste: "delicate 
because of its pastel shades and curving lines," or "it lacks balance 
because one group of figures is so far off to the left and is so 
brightly illuminated." When no explanation of this kind is 
offered, it is legitimate to ask or search for one. Finding a satis- 
factory answer may sometimes be difficult, but one cannot 
ordinarily reject the question. When we cannot ourselves quite 
say what non-aesthetic features make something delicate or 
unbalanced or powerful or moving, the good critic often puts his 
finger on something which strikes us as the right explanation. In 
short, aesthetic words apply ultimately because of, and aesthetic 
qualities ultimately depend upon, the presence of features which, 
like curving or angular lines, color contrasts, placing of masses, 
or speed of movement, are visible, audible, or otherwise discernible 
without any exercise of taste or sensibility. Whatever kind of 
dependence this is, and there are various relationships between 
aesthetic qualities and non-aesthetic features, what I want to 
make clear in this section is that there are no non-aesthetic features 
which serve as conditions for applying aesthetic terms. Aesthetic 
or taste concepts are not in this respect condition-governed at all. 

There is little temptation to suppose that aesthetic termsresemble 
words which, like "square," are applied in accordance with a 
set ofnecessary and sufficient conditions. For whereas each square is 
square in virtue of the same set of conditions, four equal sides and 
four right angles, aesthetic terms apply to widely varied objects; 
one thing is graceful because of these features, another because 
of those, and so on almost endlessly. In  recent times philosophers 
have broken the spell of the strict necessary-and-sufficient model 
by showing that many everyday concepts are not of that type. 
Instead, they have described various other types of concepts 
which are governed only in a much looser way by conditions. 
However, since these newer models provide satisfactory accounts 
of many familiar concepts, it might plausibly be thought that 
aesthetic concepts are of some such kind and that they similarly 
are governed in some looser way by conditions. I want to argue 
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that aesthetic concepts differ radically from any of these other 

concepts. 


Amongst these concepts to which attention has recently been 
paid are those for which no necessary conditions can be provided, 
but for which there are a number of relevant features, A, B, C, 
D, E, such that the presence of some groups or combinations of 
these features is sujicient for the application of the concept. The 
list of relevant features may be an open one; that is, given A, B, 
C, D, E, we may not wish to close off the possible relevance of 
other unlisted features beyond E. Examples of such concepts 
might be "dilatory," "discourteous," "possessive," cccapricious,'y 
c cpro~perous,'~ccintelligent'y (but see below p. 430). If we begin 
a list of features relevant to "intelligent" with, for example, 
ability to grasp and follow various kinds of instructions, ability 
to master facts and marshal1 evidence, ability to solve mathe- 
matical or chess problems, we might go on adding to this list 
almost indefinitely. 

However, with concepts of this sort, although decisions may 
have to be made and judgment exercised, it is always possible 
to extract and state, from cases which have already clearly been 
decided, the sets of features or conditions which were regarded as 
sufficient in those cases. These relevant features which I am calling 
conditions are, it should be noted, features which, though not 
sufficient alone and needing to be combined with other similar 
features, always carry some weight and can count only in one 
direction. Being a good chess player can count only towards and 
not against intelligence. Whereas mention of it may enter sensibly 
along with other remarks in expressions like "I say he is intelligent 
because . . ." or "the reason I call him intelligent is that . . .," 
it cannot be used to complete such negative expressions as "I say 
he is unintelligent because . . ." But what I want particularly to 
emphasize about features which function as conditions for a 
term is that some group or set of them is sufficient fully to ensure 
or warrant the application of that term. An individual character- 
ized by some of these features may not yet qualify to be called 
lazy or intelligent, and so on, beyond all question, but all that 
is needed is to add some further (indefinite) number of such 
characterizations and the point is reached where we have 
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enough. There are individuals possessing a number of such features 
of whom one cannot deny, cannot but admit, that they are intelfi- 
gent. We have left necessary-and-sufficient conditions behind, but 
we are still in the realm of conditions. 

But aesthetic concepts are not condition-governed even in this 
way. There are no sufficient conditions, no non-aesthetic features 
such that the presence of some set or number of them will beyond 
question justify or warrant the application of an aesthetic term. 
It  is impossible (barring certain limited exceptions, see below 
p. 433) to make any statements corresponding to those we can 
make for condition-governed words. We are able to say "If it 
is true he can do this, and that, and the other, then one just 
cannot deny that he is intelligent," or "if he does A, B, and C, 
I don't see how it can be denied that he is lazy," but we cannot 
make any general statement of the form "If the vase is pale pink, 
somewhat curving, lightly mottled, and so forth, it will be delicate, 
cannot but be delicate." Nor again can one say any such things 
here as "Being tall and thin is not enough alone to ensure that 
a vase is delicate, but if it is, for example, slightly curving and 
pale colored (and so forth) as well, it cannot be denied that it is." 
Things may be described to us in non-aesthetic terms as fully 
as we please but we are not thereby put in the position of having 
to admit (or being unable to deny) that they are delicate or 
graceful or garish or exquisitely balancede3 

No doubt there are some respects in which aesthetic terms 
are governed by conditions or rules. For instance, it may be im- 
possible that a thing should be garish if all its colors are pale 
pastels, or flamboyant if all its lines are straight. There may be, 
that is, descriptions using only non-aesthetic terms which are 
incompatible with descriptions employing certain aesthetic 

In a paper reprinted in Aesthetics and Language, ed. by W. Elton (Oxford, 
1954), pp. 13 I -146, Arnold Isenberg discusses certain problems about aesthetic 
concepts and qualities. Like others who approach these problems, he does not 
isolate them, as I do, from questions about verdicts on the merits of works of 
art, or from questions about likings and preferences. He says something parallel 
to my remarks above: "There is not in all the world's criticism a single purely 
descriptive statement concerning which one is prepared to say beforehand, 
'if it is true, I shall like that work so much the better' " (p. 139, my italics). 
I should think this is highly questionable. 
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terms. If I am told that a painting in the next room consists 
solely of one or two bars of very pale blue and very pale grey set 
at right angles on a pale fawn ground, I can be sure that it cannot 
be fiery or garish or gaudy or flamboyant. A description of this 
sort may make certain aesthetic terms inapplicable or inappro- 
priate; and if from this description I inferred that the picture 
was, or even might be, fiery or gaudy or flamboyant, this might 
be taken as showing a failure to understand these words. I do 
not wish to deny therefore that taste concepts may be governed 
negatively by condition^.^ What I am emphasizing is that they 
quite lack governing conditions of a sort many other concepts 
possess. Though on seeing the picture we might say, and rightly, 
that it is delicate or serene or restful or sickly or insipid, no 
description in non-aesthetic words permits us to claim that 
these or any other aesthetic terms must undeniably apply 
to it. 

I have said that if an object is characterized solely by certain 
sorts of features this may count decisively against the possibility 
of applying to it certain aesthetic words. But of course the presence 
ofjust a few such features need not count decisively; other features 
may be enough to outweigh those which, on their own, would 
render the aesthetic term inapplicable. A painting might be 
garish even though much of its color is pale. These facts call 
attention to a further feature of taste concepts. One can find 
general features or descriptions which in some sense count in one 
direction only, only for or only against the application of certain 
aesthetic terms. Angularity, fatness, brightness, or intensity of 
color are typically not associated with delicacy or grace. Slimness, 
lightness, gentle curves, lack of intensity of color are associated 
with delicacy, but not with flamboyance, majesty, grandeur, 
splendor or garishness. This is shown by the naturalness of saying, 
for example, that someone is graceful because she's so light, but 

Isenberg (op. cit., p. 132) makes a similar point: "If we had been told 
that the colours of a certain painting are garish, it would be astonishing to find 
that they are all very pale and unsaturated" (my italics). But if we say "all" 
rather than "predominantly," then "astonishing" is the wrong word. What 
I call "negative conditions" must be distinguished from what I call below 
features "characteristically" associated or not associated with a taste concept. 
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in spite of being quite angular or heavily built; and by the cor- 
responding oddity of saying that something is graceful because it 
is so heavy or angular, or delicate because of its bright and intense 
coloring. This may therefore sound quite similar to what I have 
said already about conditions. There are nevertheless very 
significant differences. Although there is this sense in which 
slimness, lightness, lack of intensity of color, and so on, count 
only towards, not against, delicacy, these features can be said, 
at best, to count only typically or characteristically towards delicacy; 
they do not count towards in the same sense as condition-features 
count towards laziness or intelligence. 

One way of reinforcing this is to notice how features which are 
characteristically associated with one aesthetic term may also be 
similarly associated with other and rather different aesthetic 
terms. "Graceful" and "de1icate" may be on the one hand sharply 
contrasted with terms like "violent," "grand," "fiery," "garish," 
or "massive" which have characteristic non-aesthetic features 
quite unlike those for "delicate" and "graceful." But on the other 
hand they may also be contrasted with aesthetic terms which 
stand much closer to them, like "flaccid," "weakly," "washed 
out," "lanky," "anaemic," "wan," "insipid" ,. and the range of 
features characteristic of these qualities, pale color, slimness, 
lightness, lack of angularity and sharp contrast, is virtually 
identical with the range for "delicate" and "graceful." Similarly 
many of the features typically associated with "joyous," "fiery," 
''robust," or "dynamic" are identical with those associated with 
6 G garish," "strident," "turbulent," "gaudy," or "chaotic." Thus 

an object which is described very fully, but exclusively in terms 
of qualities characteristic of delicacy, may turn out on inspection 
to be not delicate at all, but anaemic or insipid. The failures of 
novices and the artistically inept prove that quite close similarity 
in point of line, color, or technique gives no assurance of grace- 
fulness or delicacy. A failure and a success in the manner of 
Degas may be generally more alike, so far as their non-aesthetic 
features go, than either is like a successful Fragonard. But it is 
not necessary to go even this far to make my main p0int.A painting 
which has only the kind of features one would associate with 
vigor and energy but which even so fails to be vigorous and ener- 
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getic need not have some other character, need not be instead, 
say, strident or chaotic. I t  may fail to have any particular character 
whatever. I t  may employ bright colors, and the like, without 
being particularly lively and vigorous at all; but one may feel 
unable to describe it as chaotic or strident or garish either. I t  
is, rather, simply lacking in character (though of course this too 
is an aesthetic judgment; taste is exercised also in seeing that the 
painting has no character). 

There are of course many features which do not in these ways 
characteristically count for (or against) particular aesthetic 
qualities. One poem has strength and power because of the 
regularity of its meter and rhyme; another is monotonous and 
lacks drive and strength because of its regular meter and rhyme. 
We do not feel the need to switch from "because of" to "in spite 
of." However, I have concentrated upon features which are 
characteristically associated with aesthetic qualities because, if a 
case could be made for the view that taste concepts are condition- 
governed, these would seem to be the most promising candidates 
for governing conditions. But to say that features are associated 
only characteristicall3, with an aesthetic term is  to say that they are 
not conditions; no description however full, even in terms charac- 
teristic of gracefulness, puts it beyond question that something is 
graceful in the way a description may put it beyond question 
that someone is lazy or intelligent. 

I t  is important to observe that I have not merely been claiming 
that no sufficient conditions can be stated for taste concepts. For 
if this were all, taste concepts might not be after all really different 
from one kind of concept recently discussed. They could be 
accommodated perhaps with those concepts which Professor 
H. L. A. Hart has called "defeasible"; it is a characteristic of 
defeasible concepts that we cannot state sufficient conditions for 
them because, for any sets we offer, there is always an (open) 
list of defeating conditions any of which might rule out the applica- 
tion of the concept. The most we can say schematically for a 
defeasible concept is that, for example, A, B, and C together are 
sufficient for the concept to apply unless some feature is present 
which overrides or voids them. But, I want to emphasize, the 
very fact that we can say this sort of thing shows that we are still 



to that extent in the realm of condition^.^ The features governing 
defeasible concepts can ordinarily count only one way, either for 
or against. To take Hart's example, "offer" and "acceptance" 
can count only towards the existence of a valid contract, and 
fraudulent misrepresentation, duress, and lunacy can count only 
against. And even with defeasible concepts, if we are told that 
there are no voiding features present, we can know that some set 
of conditions or features, A, B, C, . . ., is enough, in this absence 
of voiding features, to ensure, for example, that there is a contract. 
The very notion of a defeasible concept seems to require that 
some group of features would be sufficient in the absence of 
overriding or voiding features. Defeasible concepts lack su8cient 
conditions then, but they are still, in the sense described, condi- 
tion-governed. My claim about taste concepts is stronger; that 
they are not, except negatively, governed by conditions at all. 
We could not conclude, even if we were told of the absence of 
all "voiding" or uncharacteristic features (no angularities, and 
the like), that an object must certainly be graceful, however 
fully it was described to us as possessing features characteristic 
of gracefulness. 

My arguments and illustrations so far have been rather simply 
schematic. Many concepts, including most of the examples I have 
used (intelligent, and so on, p. 425), are much more thoroughly 
open and complex than my illustrations suggest. Not only may 
there be an open list of relevant conditions; it may be impossible 
to give rules telling how many features from the list are needed for 
a sufficient set or in which combinations; impossible similarly to 
give rules covering the extent or degree to which such features 
need to be present in those combinations. Indeed, we may have 
to abandon as futile any attempt to describe conditions or for- 
mulate rules, and content ourselws with giving only some very 
general account of the concept, making reference to samples or 
cases or precedents. We cannot master or employ these concepts 
therefore simply by being equipped with lists of conditions, readily 
applicable procedures or sets of rules, however complex. For to 

5 H. L. A. Hart, "The Ascription of Responsibility and Rights" in Logic 
and Language, First Series, ed. by. A. G. N. Flew (Oxford, I 951). Hart indeed 
speaks of "conditions" throughout, see p. 148. 
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exhibit a mastery of one of these concepts we must be able to go 
ahead and apply the word correctly to new individual cases, at 
least to central ones; and each new case may be a uniquely- . 

different object, just as each intelligent child or student may 
differ from others in relevant features and exhibit a unique com- 
bination of kinds and degrees of achievement and ability. In 
dealing with these new cases mechanical rules and procedures 
would be useless; we have to exercise our judgment, guided by a 
complex set of examples and precedents. Here then there is a 
marked superficial similarity to aesthetic concepts. For in using 
aesthetic terms we learn from samples and examples, not rules, 
and we have to apply them, likewise, without guidance by rules 
or readily applicable procedures, to new and unique instances. 
Neither kind of concept admits of a "mechanical" employment. 

Nevertheless it is at least noteworthy that in applying words 
like "lazy" or "intelligent" to new and unique instances we say 
that we are required to exercise judgment; it would be indeed odd 
to say that we are exercising taste. In exercising judgment we 
are called upon to weigh the pros and cons against each other, 
and perhaps sometimes to decide whether a quite new feature is 
to be counted as weighing on one side or on the other. But this 
goes to show that, though we may learn from and rely upon 
samples and precedents rather than a set of stated conditions, we 
are not out of the realm of general conditions and guiding prin- 
ciples. Samples and precedents necessarily embody, and are used 
by us to illustrate, the complex web of governing and relevant 
conditions. To profit by precedents we have to understand them; 
and we must argue consistently from case to case. This is the very 
function of precedents. Thus it is possible, even with these very 
loosely condition-governed concepts, to take clear or paradigm 
cases, to say "this is X because . . .," and follow it up with an 
account of features which clinch the matter. 

Nothing like this is possible with aesthetic terms. Examples 
undoubtedly play a crucial role in giving us a grasp of these 
concepts; but we do not and cannot derive from these examples 
conditions and principles, however complex, which will guide us 
consistently and intelligibly in applying the terms to new cases. 
When, with a clear case of something which is in fact graceful or 
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balanced or tightly-knit but which I have not seen, someone tells 
me why it is, what features make it so, it is always possible for me 
to wonder whether, in spite of these features, it really is graceful, 
balanced, and so on. 

The point I have argued may be reinforced in the following 
way. A man who failed to realize the nature of taste concepts, or 
someone who, knowing he lacked sensitivity in aesthetic matters, 
did not want to reveal this lack might by assiduous application 
and shrewd observation provide himself with some rules and 
generalizations; and by inductive procedures and intelligent 
guessing, he might frequently say the right things. But he could 
have no great confidence or certainty; a slight change in an object 
might at any time unpredictably ruin his calculations, and he 
might as easily have been wrong as right. No matter how careful 
he has been about working out a set of consistent principles and 
conditions, he is only in a position to think that the object is very 
possibly delicate. With concepts like lag ,  intelligent, or contract, 
someone who intelligently formulated rules that led him aright 
appreciably often would thereby show the beginning of a grasp 
of those concepts; but the person we are considering is not even 
beginning to show an awareness of what delicacy is. Though 
he sometimes says the right thing, he has not seen, but guessed, 
that the object is delicate. However intelligent he might be, we 
could easily tell him wrongly that something was delicate and 
( 6 explain" why without his being able to detect the deception. 

( I  am ignoring complications now about negative conditions.) 
But if we did the same with, say, "intelligent" he could at least 
often uncover some incompatibility or other which would need 
explaining. In  a world of beings like himself he would have no 
use for concepts like delicacy. As it is, these concepts would play 
a quite different role in his life. He would, for himself, have no 
more reason to choose tasteful objects, pictures, and so on, than 
a deaf man would to avoid noisy places. He could not be praised 
for exercising taste; at best his ingenuity and intelligence might 
come in for mention. In  "appraising" pictures, statuettes, poems, 
he would be doing something quite different from what other 
people do when they exercise taste. 

At this point I want to notice in passing that there are times 
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when it may look as if an aesthetic word could be applied accord- 
ing to a rule. These cases vary in type; I shall mention only one. 
One might say, in using "delicate" of glassware perhaps, that 
the thinner the glass, other things being equal, the more delicate 
it is. Similarly, with fabrics, furniture, and so on, there are perhaps 
times when the thinner or more smoothly finished or more highly 
polished something is, the more certainly some aesthetic term or 
other applies. On such occasions someone could formulate a rule 
and follow it in applying the word to a given range of articles. 
Now it may be that sometimes when this is so, the word being 
used is not really an aesthetic term at all; "delicate" applied to 
glass in this way may at times really mean no more than "thin" 
or "fragile." But this is certainly not always the case; people 
often are exercising taste even when they say that glas$ is very 
delicate because it is so thin, and know that it would be less so 
if thicker and more so if thinner. These instances where there 
appear to be rules are peripheral cases of the use of aesthetic 
terms. If someone did merely follow a rule we should not say he 
was exercising taste, and we should hesitate to admit that he 
had any real notion of delicacy until he satisfied us that he could 
discern it in other instances where no rule was available. In any 
event, these occasions when aesthetic words can be applied by 
rule are exceptional, not central or typicale6 

I cannot in the compass of this paper discuss the other types of apparent 
exceptions to my thesis. Cases where a man lacking in sensitivity might learn 
and follow a rule, as above, ought to be distinguished from cases where someone 
who ~ossessessensitivity might know, from a non-aesthetic description, that 
an aesthetic term applies. I have stated my thesis as though this latter kind of 
case never occurs because I have had my eye on the logical features of typical 
aesthetic judgments and have preferred to over- rather than understate my 
view. But with certain aesthetic terms, especially negative ones, there may be 
some rare genuine exceptions when a description enables us to visualize very 
fully, and when what is described belongs to certain restricted classes of things, 
say human faces or animal forms. Perhaps a description like "One eye red 
and rheumy, the other missing, a wart-covered nose, a twisted mouth, a greenish 
pallor" may justify in a strong sense ("must be," "cannot but be") the judg- 
ments "ugly" or "hideous." If so, such cases are marginal, form a very small 
minority, and are uncharacteristic or atypical of aesthetic judgments in general. 
Usually when, on hearing a description, we say "it must be very beautiful 
(graceful, or the like)," we mean no more than "it surely must be, it's 
only remotely possible that it isn't." Different again are situations, and these 
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I t  must not be thought that the impossibility of stating any 
conditions (other than negative) for the application of aesthetic 
terms results from an accidental poverty or lack of precision in 
language, or that it is simply a question of extreme complexity. 
I t  is true that words like "pink," "bluish," "curving," "mottled" 
do not permit of anything like a specific naming of each and 
every varied shade, curve, mottling, and blending. But if we 
were to give special names much more liberally than either we 
or even the specialists do (and no doubt there are limits beyond 
which we could not go), or even if, instead of names, we were to 
use vast numbers of specimens and samples of particular shades, 
shapes, mottlings, lines, and configurations, it would still be 
impossible, and for the same reasons, to supply any conditions. 

We do indeed, in talking about a work of art, concern ourselves 
with its individual and specific features. We say that it is delicate 
not simply because it is in pale colors but because of those pale 
colors, that it is graceful not because its outline curves slightly 
but because of that particular curve. We use expressions like 
< <because of its pale coloring," "because of the flecks of bright 
blue," "because of the way the lines converge" where it is clear 
we are referring not to the presence of general features but to 
very specific and particular ones. But it is obvious that even with 
the help of precise names, or even samples and illustrations, of 
particular shades of color, contours and lines, any attempt to 
state conditions would be futile. After all, the very same feature, 
say a color or shape or line of a particular sort, which helps make 
one work may quite spoil another. "It would be quite delicate 
if it were not for that pale color there" may be said about the 
very color which is singled out in another picture as being largely 
responsible for its delicate quality. No doubt one way of putting 
this is to say that the features which make something delicate or 
graceful, and so on, are combined in a peculiar and unique way; 

are very numerous, where we can move quite simply from "bright colors" 
to "gay," or from "reds and yellows" to "warm," but where we are as yet 
only on the borderline of anything that could be called an expression of taste 
or aesthetic sensibility. I have stressed the importance of this transitional and 
border area between non-aesthetic and obviously aesthetic judgments below 
(P. 447). 
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that the aesthetic quality depends upon exactly this individual 
or unique combination of just these specific colors and shapes so 
that even a slight change might make all the difference. Nothing 
is to be achieved by trying to single out or separate features and 
generalizing about them. 

I have now argued that taste concepts are not and cannot be 
condition- or rule-governed.' Not to be so governed is one of 
their essential characteristics. In arguing this I first claimed in a 
general way that no non-aesthetic features are possible candidates 
for conditions, and then considered more particularly both the 
"characteristic" general features associated with aesthetic terms 
and the individual or specific features found in particular objects. 
I have not attempted to examine what relationship these individual 
features do bear to aesthetic qualities. An examination of the 
locutions we use when we refer to them in the course of explaining 
or supporting our application of an aesthetic term reinforces 
with linguistic evidence the fact that we are certainly not offering 
them as explanatory or justifying conditions. When we are asked 
why we say a certain person is lazy or intelligent or courageous, 
we are being asked in virtue of what we call him this; we reply 
with "because of the way he regularly leaves his work unfinished," 
or "because of the ease with which he handles such and such 
problems," and so on. But when we are asked to say why, in 
our opinion, a picture lacks balance or is somber in tone, or why 
a poem is moving or tightly organized, we are doing a different 
kind of thing. We may use similar locutions: "his verse has strength 
and variety because of the way he handles the meter and employs 

Helen Knight says (Elton, op. cit., p. 152) that "piquant" (one of my 
"aesthetic" terms) "depends on" various features (a retrousse' nose, a pointed 
chin, and the like) and that these features are criteria for it; this is what I am 
denying. She also maintains that "good," when applied to works of art, depends 
on criteria like balance, solidity, depth, profundity (my aesthetic terms again; 
I should place piquancy in this list). I would deny this too, though I regard 
it as a different question and do not consider it in this paper. The two questions 
need separating: the relation of non-aesthetic features (retrousse', pointed) to 
aesthetic qualities, and the relation of aesthetic qualities to "aesthetically good" 
(verdicts). Most writings which touch on the nature of aesthetic concepts 
have this other (verdict) question mainly in mind. Mrs. Knight blurs this 
difference when she says, for example, " 'piquant' is the same kind of word 
as 'good'." 
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the caesura," or "it is nobly austere because of the lack of detail 
and the restricted palette." But we can also express what we 
want to by using quite other expressions: "it is the handling of 
meter and caesura which is responsible for its strength and variety," 
"its nobly austere quality is due to the lack of detail and the use 
of a restricted palette," "its lack of balance results,from the high- 
lighting of the figures on the left," "those minor chords make i t  
extremely moving," "those converging lines give i t  an extraordinary 
unity." These are locutions we cannot switch to with "lazy" or 
"intelligent;" to say what makes him lazy, what is responsible for 
his laziness, what it is due to, is to broach another question entirely. 

One after another, in recent discussions, writers have insisted 
that aesthetic judgments are not "mechanica1": "Critics do not 
formulate general standards and apply these mechanically to all, 
or to classes of, works of art." "Technical points can be settled 
rapidly, by the application of rules," but aesthetic questions 
"cannot be settled by any mechanical method." Instead, these 
writers on aesthetics have emphasized that there is no "sub-
stitute for individual judgment" with its "spontaneity and specula- 
tion" and that "The final standard . . . [is] the judgment of 
personal t a ~ t e . " ~  What is surprising is that, though such things 
have been repeated again and again, no one seems to have said 
what is meant by "taste" or by the word "mechanical." There 
are many judgments besides those requiring taste which demand 
ccspontaneity'yand "individual judgment" and are not "mechan- 
ical." Without a detailed comparison we cannot see in what 
particular way aesthetic judgments are not "mechanical," or how 
they differ from those other judgments, nor can we begin to 
specify what taste is. This I have attempted. I t  is a characteristic 
and essential feature of judgments which employ an aesthetic 
term that they cannot be made by appealing, in the sense ex- 
plained, to condition^.^ This, I believe, is a logical feature of 

See articles by Margaret Macdonald and J. A. Passmore in Elton, ofi. 
cit., pp. 118, 41, 40, "9. 

As I indicated, p. 424 above, I have dealt only with the relation of non-
aesthetic to aesthetic features. Perhaps a description in aesthetic terms may 
occasionally suffice for applying another aesthetic term. Johnson's Dictionary 
gives "handsome" as "beautiful with dignity"; Shorter 0.E. D. gives "pretty" 
as "beautiful in a slight, dainty, or diminutive way." 
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aesthetic or taste judgments in general, though I have argued 
it here only as regards the more restricted range of judgments 
which employ aesthetic terms. I t  is part of what "taste" means. 

A great deal of work remains to be done on taste concepts. 
In  thk remainder of this paper I shall offer some further sugges- 
tions which may help towards an understanding of them. 

The realization that aesthetic concepts are not governed by 
conditions is likely to give rise to puzzlement over how we manage 
to apply the words in our aesthetic vocabulary. If we are not 
following rules and there are no conditions to appeal to, how 
are we to know when they are applicable? One very natural 
way to counter this question is to point out that some other sorts 
of concepts also are not condition-governed. We do not apply 
simple color words by following rules or in accordance with 
principles. We see that the book is red by looking, just as we tell 
that the tea is sweet by tasting it. So too, it might be said, we just 
see (or fail to see) that thiqgs are delicate, balanced, and the like. 
This kind of comparison between the exercise of taste and the 
use of the five senses is indeed familiar; our use of the word "taste" 
itself shows that the comparison is age-old and very natural. 
Yet whatever the similarities, there are great dissimilarities too. 
A careful comparison cannot be attempted here though it would 
be valuable; but certain differences stand out, and writers who 
have emphasized that aesthetic judgments are not "mechanical" 
have sometimes dwelt on and been puzzled by them. 

In  the first place, while our ability to discern aesthetic features 
is dependent upon our possession of good eyesight, hearing, and 
so on, people normally endowed with senses and understanding 
may nevertheless fail to discern them. "Those who listen to a 
concert, walk round a gallery, read a poem may have roughly 
similar sense perceptions, but some get a great deal more than 
others," Miss Macdonald says; but she adds that she is "puzzled 
by this feature 'in the object' which can be seen only by a 



specially qualified observer" and asks, "What is this 'something 
more' ?"I0 

I t  is this difference between aesthetic and perceptual qualities 
which in part leads to the view that "works of art are esoteric 
objects . . . not simple objects of sense perception."ll But there 
is no good season for calling an object esoteric simply because 
we discern aesthetic qualities in it. The objects to which we apply 
aesthetic words are of the most diverse kinds and by no means 
esoteric: people and buildings, flowers and gardens, vases and 
furniture, as well as poems and music. Nor does there seem any 
good reason for calling the qualities themselves esoteric. I t  is 
true that someone with perfect eyes or ears might miss them, but 
we do after all say we obserue or notice them ("Did you notice how 
very graceful she was?," "Did you observe the exquisite balance 
in all his pictures?"). In  fact, they are very familiar indeed. We 
learn while quite young to use many aesthetic words, though 
they are, as one might expect from their dependence upon our 
ability to see, hear, distinguish colors, and the like, not the 
earliest words we learn; and our mastery and sophistication in 
using them develop along with the rest of our vocabulary. They 
are not rarities; some ranges of them are in regular use in everyday 
discourse. 

The second notable difference between the exercise of taste and 
the use of the five senses lies in the way we support those judg- 
ments in which aesthetic concepts are employed. Although we 
use these concepts without rules or conditions, we do defend or 
support our judgments, and convince others of their rightness, 
by talking; "disputation about art is not futile,"as Miss Macdonald 
says, for critics do "attempt a certain kind of explanation sf  
works of art with the object of establishing correct judgments."12 
Thus even though this disputation does not consist in "deductive 
or inductive inference" or "reasoning," its occurence is enough 

lo Macdonald in Elton, op. cit., pp. "4, 119. See also pp. 120, 122. 

l1 Macdonald, ibid., pp. I 14, 120-123. She speaks of non-aesthetic properties 
here as "physical" or "observab1e" qualities, and distinguishes between 
"physical ob.jectH and "work of art." 

l2 Ibid., pp. I 15-1 16; cf. also John Holloway, Proceedings of the Aristotelian 
Society, Supplementary Vol. X X I I I  (1g4g), pp. 175-176. 
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to show how very different these judgments are from those of a 
simple perceptual sort. 

Now the critic's talk, it is clear, frequently consists in men- 
tioning or pointing out the features, including easily discernible 
non-aesthetic ones, upon which the aesthetic qualities depend. 
But the puzzling question remains how, by mentioning these 
features, the critic is thereby justifying or supporting his judg- 
ments. To this question a number of recent writers have given 
an answer. Stuart Hampshire, for example, says that "One 
engages in aesthetic discussion for the sake of what one might 
see on the way . . . if one has been brought to see what there is 
to be seen in the object, the purpose of discussion is achieved . . . 
The point is to bring people to see these features."l5 The critic's 
talk, that is, often serves to support his judgments in a special 
way; it gets us to see what he has seen, namely, the aesthetic 
qualities of the object. But even when it is agreed that this is one 
of the main things that critics do, puzzlement tends to break 
out again over how they do it. How is it that by talking about 
features of the work (largely non-aesthetic ones) we can manage 
to bring others to see what they had not seen? "What sort of 
endowment is this which talking can modify?. . . Discussion does 
not improve eyesight and hearing" (my italics) .I4 

Yet of course we do succeed in applying aesthetic terms, and 
we frequently do succeed by talking (and pointing and gesturing 
in certain ways) in bringing others to see what we see. One begins 
to suspect that puzzlement over how we can possibly do this, 
and puzzlement over the "esoteric" character of aesthetic quali- 
ties too, arises from bearing in mind inappropriate philosophical 
models. When someone is unable to see that the book on the 
table is brown, we cannot get him to see that it is by talking; 
consequently it seems puzzling that we might get someone to 
see that the vase is graceful by talking. If we are to dispel this 
puzzlement and recognize aesthetic concepts and qualities for 
what they are, we must abandon unsuitable models and investigate 

l3Stuart Hampshire in Elton, op. cit., p. 165. Cf. also remarks in Elton 
by Isenberg (pp. 142, 14.5)' Passmore (p. 38), in Philosophy and Psycho-analysis 
by John Wisdom (Oxford, 1g53), pp. 223-224, and in Holloway, 06. cit., p. 175. 

l4 Macdonald, op. cit., pp. I 19-120. 
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how we actually employ these concepts. With so much interest 
in and agreement about what the critic does, one might expect 
descriptions of how he does it to have been given. But little has 
been said about this, and what has been'said is unsatisfactory. 

Miss Macdonald,l6 for example, subscribes to this view of the 
critic's task as presenting "what is not obvious to casual or un- 
instructed inspection," and she does ask the question "What 
sort of considerations are involved, and how, to justify a critical 
verdict?" (my italics). But she does not in fact go on to answer 
it. She addresses herself instead to the different, though related, 
question of the interpretation of art works. In complex works 
different critics claim, often justifiably,to discern different features; 
hence Miss Macdonald suggests that in critical discourse the 
critic is bringing us to see what he sees by offering new inter- 
pretations. But if the question is "what (the critic) does and how 
he does it," he cannot be represented either wholly or even mainly 
as providing new interpretations. His task quite as often is simply 
to help us appreciate qualities which other critics have regularly 
found in the works he discusses. To put the stress upon new 
interpretations is to leave untouched the question how, by talking, 
he can help us to see either the newly appreciated aesthetic quali- 
ties or the old. In any case, besides complex poems or plays 
which may bear many interpretations, there are also relatively 
simple ones. There are also vases, buildings, and furniture, not 
to mention faces, sunsets, and scenery, about which no questions 
of "interpretation" arise but of which we talk in similar ways 
and make similar judgments. So the "puzzling" questions remain: 
how do we support these judgments and how do we bring others 
to see what we see? 

Hampshire,16 who likewise believes that the critic brings us 
"to see what there is to be seen in the object," does give some 
account of how the critic does this. "The greatest service of the 
critic" is to point out, isolate, and place in a frame of attention 
the "particular features of the particular object which make it 
ugly or beautiful"; for it is "difficult to see and hear all that 

16 Ibid., see pp. 127, 122, 125, "5. Other writers also place the stress on 
interpretation, cf. Holloway, op. cit., p. 173 ff. 

l6 Op. cit., pp. 165-168. 
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there is to see and hear," and simply a prejudice to suppose that 
while "things really do have colours and shapes. .. there do not 
exist literally and objectively, concordances of colours and perceived 
rhythms and balances of shapes." However, these "extraordinary 
qualities" which the critic "may have seen (in the wider sense 
of 'seey)" are "qualities which are of no direct practical interest." 
Consequently, to bring us to see them the critic employs "an 
unnatural use of words in description"; "the common vocabulary, 
being created for practical purposes, obstructs any disinterested 
perception of things"; and so these qualities "are normally 
described metaphorically by some transference of terms from the 
common vocabulary." 

Much of what Hampshire says is right. But there is also some- 
thing quite wrong in the view that the "common" vocabulary 
"obstructs" our aesthetic purposes, that it is "unnatural" to 
take it over and use it metaphorically, and that the critic "is 
under the necessity of building . . . a vocabulary in opposition to 
the main tendency of his language" (my italics). First, while we do 
often coin new metaphors in order to describe aesthetic qualities, 
we are by no means always under the necessity of wresting the 
"common vocabulary" from its "natural" uses to serve our pur- 
poses. There does exist, as I observed earlier, a large and accepted 
vocabulary of aesthetic terms some of which, whatever their 
metaphorical origins, are now not metaphors at all, others of 
which are at most quasi-metaphorical. Second, this view that 
our use of metaphor and quasi-metaphor for aesthetic purposes 
is unnatural or a makeshift into which we are forced by a language 
designed for other purposes misrepresents fundamentally the 
character of aesthetic qualities and aesthetic language. There is 
nothing unnatural about using words like "forceful," "dynamic," 
or "tightly-knit" in criticism; they do their work perfectly and 
are exactly the words needed for the purposes they serve. We do 
not want or need to replace them by words which lack the meta- 
phorical element. In  using them to describe works of art, the 
very point is that we are noticing aesthetic qualities related to 
their literal or common meanings. If we possessed a quite different 
word from "dynamic," one we could use to point out an aesthetic 
quality unrelated to the common meaning of "dynamic," it 



could not be used to describe that quality which "dynamic" 
does serve to point out. Hampshire pictures "a colony of aesthetes, 
disengaged from practical needs and manipulations" and says 
that "descriptions of aesthetic qualities, which for us are meta- 
phorical, might seem to them to have an altogether literal and 
familiar sense"; they might use "a more directly descriptive 
vocabulary." But if they had a new and "directly descriptive" 
vocabulary lacking the links with non-aesthetic properties and 

' 
interests which our vocabulary possesses, they would have to 
remain silent about many of the aesthetic qualities we can describe; 
further, if they were more completely "disengaged from practical 
needs" and other non-aesthetic awarenesses and interests, they 
would perforce be blind to many aesthetic qualities we can appreci- 
ate.The links between aesthetic qualities and non-aesthetic ones are 
both obvious and vital. Aesthetic concepts, all ofthem, carry with 
them attachments and in one way or another are tethered to or 
parasitic upon non-aesthetic features. The fact that many aesthetic 
terms are metaphorical or quasi-metaphorical in no way means 
that common language is an ill-adapted tool with which we have 
to struggle. When someone writes as Hampshire does, one suspects 
again that critical language is being judged against other models. 
To  use language which is frequently metaphorical might be 
strange for some other purpose or from the standpoint of doing 
something else, but for the purpose and from the standpoint 
of making aesthetic observations it is not. To say it is an unnatural 
use of language for doing this is to imply there is or could be for 
this purpose some other and "natural" use. But these are natural 
ways of talking about aesthetic matters. 

To help understand what the critic does, then, how he supports 
his judgments and gets his audience to see what he sees, I shall 
attempt a brief description of the methods we use as critics.17 

( I )  We may simply mention or point out non-aesthetic features: 
"Notice these flecks of color, that dark mass there, those lines." 
By merely drawing attention to those easily discernible features 
which make the painting luminous or warm or dynamic, we 
often succeed in bringing someone to see these aesthetic qualities. 

l7 Holloway, op. cit., pp. 173-174, lists some of these very briefly. 
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We get him to see B by mentioning something different, A. 
Sometimes in doing this we are drawing attention to features 
which may have gone unnoticed by an untrained or insufficiently 
attentive eye or ear: "ust listen for the repeated figure in the 
left hand," "Did you notice the figure of Icarus in the Breughel? 

.I t  is very small." Sometimes they are features which have been 
seen or heard but of which the significance or purpose has been 
missed in any of a variety of ways: "Notice how much darker 
he has made the central figure, how much brighter these colors 
are than the adjacent ones," "Of course, you've observed the 
ploughman in the foreground; but had you considered how he, 
like everyone else in the picture, is going about his business 
without noticing the fall of Icarus?" In  mentioning features 
which may be discerned by anyone with normal eyes, ears, and 
intelligence, we are singling out what may serve as a kind of 
key to grasping or seeing something else (and the key may not 
be the same for each person). 

(2) On the other hand we often simply mention the very 
qualities we want people to see. We point to a painting and say, 
"Notice how nervous and delicate the drawing is," or "See what 
energy and vitality it has." The use of the aesthetic term itself 
may do the trick; we say what the quality or character is, and 
people who had not seen it before see it. 

(3) Most often, there is a linking. of remarks about aesthetic 
and non-aesthetic features: "Have you noticed this line and that, 
and the points of bright color here and there . . . don't they give 
it vitality, energy?" 

(4) We do, in addition, often make extensive and helpful use 
of similes and genuine metaphors: "It's as if there are small 
points of light burning," "as though he had thrown on the paint 
violently and in anger," "the light shimmers, the lines dance, 
everything is air, lightness and gaiety," "his canvasses are fires, 
they crackle, burn, and blaze, even at their most subdued always 
restlessly flickering, but often bursting into flame, great pyro- 
technic displays," and so on. 

( 5 )  We make use of contrasts, comparisons, and reminiscences: 
"Suppose he had made that a lighter yellow, moved it to the right, 



how flat it would have fallen," "Don't you think it has something 
of the quality of a Rembrandt?", "Hasn't it the same serenity, 
peace, and quality of light of those summer evenings in Norfolk?" 
We use what keys we have to the known sensitivity, susceptibilities, 
and experience of our audience. 

Critics and commentators may range, in their methods, from 
one extreme to the other, from painstaking concentration on 
points of detail, line and color, vowels and rhymes, to more or 
less flowery and luxuriant metaphor. Even the enthusiastic 
biographical sketch decorated with suitable epithet and metaphor 
may serve. What is best depends on both the audience and the 
work under discussion. But this would not be a complete sketch 
unless certain other notes were added. 

(6) Repetition and reiteration often play an important role. 
When we are in front of a canvas we may come back time and 
again to the same points, drawing attention to the same lines 
and shapes, repeating the same words, "swirling," "balance," 
"luminosity," or the same similes and metaphors, as if time and 
familiarity, looking harder, listening more carefully, paying 
closer attention may help. So again with variation; it often helps 
to talk round what we have said, to build up, supplement with 
more talk of the same kind. When someone misses the swirling 
quality, when one epithet or one metaphor does not work, we 
throw in related ones; we speak of its wild movement, how it 
twists and turns, writhes and whirls, as though, failing to score 
a direct hit, we may succeed with a barrage of near-synonyms. 

(7) Finally, besides our verbal performances, the rest of our 
behavior is important. We accompany our talk with appropriate 
tones of voice, expression, nods, looks, and gestures. A critic 
may sometimes do more with a sweep of the arm than by talking. 
An appropriate gesture may make us see the violence in a painting 
or the character of a melodic line. 

These ways of acting and talking are not significantly different 
whether we are dealing with a particular work, paragraph, or 
line, or speaking of an artist's work as a whole, or even drawing 
attention to a sunset or scenery. But even with the speaker doing 
all this, we may fail to see what he sees. There may be a point, 
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though there need be no limit except that imposed by time and 
patience, at which he gives up and sets us (or himself) down as 
lacking in some way, defective in sensitivity. He may tell us to 
look or read again, or to read or look at other things and then 
come back again to this; he may suspect there are experiences 
in life we have missed. But these are the things he does. This is 
what succeeds if anything does; indeed it is all that can be done. 

By realizing clearly that, whether we are dealing with art or 
scenery or people or natural objects, this is how we operate with 
aesthetic concepts, we may recognize this sphere of human activity 
for what it is. We operate with different kinds of concepts in 
different ways. If we want someone to agree that a color is red 
we may take it into a good light and ask him to look; if it is viridian 
we may fetch a color chart and make him compare; if we want 
him to agree that a figure is fourteen-sided we get him to count; 
and to bring him to agree that something is dilapidated or that 
someone is lazy we may do other things, citing features, reasoning 
and arguing about them, weighing and balancing. These are 
the methods appropriate to these various concepts. But the ways 
we get someone to see aesthetic qualities are different; they are 
of the kind I have described. With each kind of concept we can 
describe what we do and how we do it. But the methods suited 
to these other concepts will not do for aesthetic ones, or vice versa. 
We cannot prove by argument that something is graceful; but 
this is no more puzzling than our inability to prove, by using 
the methods, metaphors, and gestures of the art critic, that it 
will be mate in ten moves. The questions raised admit of no answer 
beyond the sort of description I have given. To go on to ask, 
with puzzlement, how it is that when we do these things people 
come to see, is like asking how is it that, when we take the book 
into a good light, our companion agrees with us that it is red. 
There is no place for this kind of question or puzzlement. Aesthetic 
concepts are as natural, as little esoteric, as any others. I t  is 
against the background of different and philosophically more 
familiar models that they seem queer or puzzling. 

I have described how people justify aesthetic judgments and 
bring others to see aesthetic qualities in things. I shall end by 
showing that the methods I have outlined are the ones natural 
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for and characteristic of taste concepts from the start. When 
someone tries to convince me that a painting is delicate or 
balanced, I have some understanding of these terms already and 
know in a sense what I am looking for. But if there is puzzlement 
over how, by talking, he can bring me to see these qualities in 
this picture, there should be a corresponding puzzlement over 
how I learned to use aesthetic terms and discern aesthetic quali- 
ties in the first place. We may ask, therefore, how we learn to do 
these things; and this is to inquire ( I )  what natural potentialities 
and tendencies people have and ( 2 )  how we develop and take 
advantage of these capacities in training and teaching. Now for 
the second of these, there is no doubt that our ability to notice 
and respond to aesthetic qualities is cultivated and developed 
by our contacts with parents and teachers from quite an early 
age. What is interesting for my present purpose is that, while 
we are being taught in the presence of examples what grace, 
delicacy, and so on are, the methods used, the language and 
behavior, are of a piece with those of the critic. 

To pursue these two questions, consider first those words like 
"dynamic," "melancholy," "balanced," "taut," or "gay" the 
aesthetic use of which is quasi-metaphorical. I t  has already been 
emphasized that we could not use them thus without some expe- 
rience of situations where they are used literally. The present 
inquiry is how we shift from literal to aesthetic uses of them. 
For this it is required that there be certain abilities and tendencies 
to link experiences, to regard certain things as similar, and to 
see, explore, and be interested in these similarities. I t  is a feature 
of human intelligence and sensitivity that we do spontaneously 
do these things and that the tendency can be encouraged and 
developed. It  is no more baffling that we should employ aesthetic 
terms of this sort than that we should make metaphors at all. 
Easy and smooth transitions by which we shift to the use of these 
aesthetic terms are not hard to find. We suggest to children that 
simple pieces of music are hurrying or running or skipping or 
dawdling, from there we move to lively, gay, jolly, happy, 
smiling, or sad, and, as their experiences and vocabulary broaden, 
to solemn, dynamic, or melancholy. But the child also discovers 
for himself many of these parallels and takes interest or delight 
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in them. He is likely on his own to skip, march, clap, or laugh 
with the music, and without this natural tendency our training 
would get nowhere. Insofar, however, as we do take advantage 
of this tendency and help him by training, w e  do just what  the 
critic does. We may merely need to persuade the child to pay 
attention, to look or listen; or we may simply call the music 
jolly. But we are also likely to use, as the critic does, reiteration, 
synonyms, parallels, contrasts, similes, metaphors, gestures, and 
other expressive behavior. 

Of course the recognition of similarities and simple meta-
phorical extensions are not the only transitions to the aesthetic 
use of language. Others are made in different ways; for instance, 
by the kind of peripheral cases I mentioned earlier. When our 
admiration is for something as simple as the thinness of a glass 
or the smoothness of a fabric, it is not difficult to call attention 
to such things, evoke a similar delight, and introduce suitable 
aesthetic terms. These transitions are only the beginnings; it 
may often be questionable whether a term is yet being used 
aesthetically or not. Many of the terms I have mentioned may be 
used in ways which are not straightforwardly literal but of which 
we should hesitate to say that they demanded much yet by way 
of aesthetic sensitivity. We speak of warm and cool colors, and 
we may say of a brightly colored picture that at least it is gay 
and lively. When we have brought someone to make this sort of 
metaphorical extension of terms, he has made one of the transi- 
tional steps from which he may move on to uses which more 
obviously deserve to be called aesthetic and demand more 
aesthetic appreciation. When I said at the outset that aesthetic 
sensitivity was rarer than some other natural endowments, I 
was not denying that it varies in degree from the rudimentary 
to the refined. Most people learn easily to make the kinds of 
remarks H am now considering. But when someone can call bright 
canvasses gay and lively without being able to spot the one which 
is really vibrant, or can recognize the obvious outward vigor and 
energy of a student composition played con fuoco while failing to 
see that it lacks inner fire and drive, we do not regard his aesthetic 
sensitivity in these areas as particularly developed. However, once 
these transitions from common to aesthetic uses are begun in the 
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more obvious cases, the domain of aesthetic concepts may broaden 
out, become more subtle, and even partly autonomous. The 
initial steps, however varied the metaphorical shifts and however 
varied the experiences upon which they are parasitic, are natural 
and easy. 

~ u c hthe same is true when we turn to those words which 
have no standard non-aesthetic use, "lovely," "pretty," "dainty," 
"graceful," "elegant." We cannot say that these are learned by 
a metaphorical shift. But they still are linked to non-aesthetic 
features in many ways and the learning of them also is made 
possible by certain kinds of natural response, reaction, and 
ability. We learn them not so much by noticing similarities, but 
by our attention being caught and focussed in other ways. Certain 
phenomena which are outstanding or remarkable or unusual 
catch the eye or ear, seize our attention and interest, and move 
us to surprise, admiration, delight, fear, or distaste. Children 
begin by reacting in these ways to spectacular sunsets, woods in 
autumn, roses, dandelions, and other striking and colorful 
objects, and it is in these circumstances that we find ourselves 
introducing general aesthetic words like "lovely," "pretty," and 
"ugly." I t  is not an accident that the first lessons in aesthetic 
appreciation consist in drawing the child's attention to roses 
rather than to grass; nor is it surprising that we remark to him 
on the autumn colors rather than on the subdued tints of winter. 
We all of us, not only children, pay aesthetic attention more 
readily and easily to auch outstanding and easily noticeable 
things. We notice with pleasure early spring grass or the first 
snow, hills of notably marked and varied contours, scenery 
flecked with a great variety of color or dappled variously with 
sun and shadow. We are struck and impressed by great size or 
mass, as with mountains or cathedrals. We are similarly responsive 
to unusual precision or minuteness or remarkable feats of skill, 
as with complex and elaborate filigree, or intricate wood carving 
and fan-vaulting. It is at these times, taking advantage of these 
natural interests and admirations, that we first teach the simpler 
aesthetic words. People of moderate aesthetic sensitivity and 
sophistication continue to exhibit aesthetic interest mainly on 
such occasions and to use only the more general words ("pretty," 
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"lovely," and the like). But these situations may serve as a begin- 
ning from which we extend our aesthetic interests to wider and less 
obvious fields, mastering as we go the more subtle and specific 
vocabulary of taste. The principles do not change; the basis for 
learning more specific terms like "graceful," "delicate," and 
c c elegant" is also our interest in and admiration for various 
natural properties ("She seems to move effortlessly, as if floating," 
"So very thin and fragile, as if a breeze might destroy it," "So 
small and yet so intricate," "So economical and perfectly 
adapted").ls And even with these terms which are not meta-
phorical themselves, we rely in the same way upon the critic's 
methods, including comparison, illustration, and metaphor, to 
teach or make clear what they mean. 

I have wished to emphasize in the latter part of this paper the 
natural basis of responses of various kinds without which aesthetic 
terms could not be learned. I have also outlined what some of the 
features are to which we naturally respond: similarities of various 
sorts, notable colors, shapes, scents, size, intricacy, and much 
else besides. Even the non-metaphorical aesthetic terms have 
significant links with all kinds of natural features by which our 
interest, wonder, admiration, delight, or distaste is aroused. But 
in particular I have wanted to urge that it should not strike us as 
puzzling that the critic supports his judgments and brings us to 
see aesthetic qualities by pointing out key features and talking 
about them in the way he does. I t  is by the very same methods 
that people helped us develop our aesthetic sense and master 
its vocabulary from the beginning. If we responded to those 

It is worth noticing that most of the words which in current usage are 
primarily or exclusively aesthetic terms had earlier non-aesthetic uses and 
gained their present use by some kind of metaphorical shift. Without reposing 
too great weight on these etymological facts, it can be seen that their history 
reflects connections with the responses, interests, and natural features I have 
mentioned as underlying the learning and use of aesthetic terms. These transi- 
tions suggest both the dependence of aesthetic upon other interests, and what 
some of these interests are. Connected with liking, delight, affection, regard, 
estimation, or choice-beautiful, graceful, delicate, lovely, exquisite, elegant, dainty; 
with fear or repulsion-ugly; with what notably catches the eye or attention- 
garish, sfllendid, gaudy; with what attracts by notable rarity, precision, skill, 
ingenuity, elaboration-dainty, nice, pretty, exquisite; with adaptation to function, 
suitability to ease of handling-handsome. 
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methods then, it is not surprising that we respond to the critic's 
discourse now. I t  would be surprising if, by using this language 
and behavior, people could not sometimes bring us to see the 
aesthetic qualities of things; for this would prove us lacking in 
one characteristically human kind of awareness and activity. 
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