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In this essay, I will argue that the distinction between aesthetic realism and non-realism is
poorly conceived, and that beauty is a relational property. I will use a comparison with traditional

problems of colour to bear on this point.

It is fairly easy see how beauty might be construed as a subjective property. Recent studies
have shown that even identical twins often disagree over aesthetic judgements, suggesting personal
experience is central to perceptions of beauty.! In the case of colour, many observers can dispute
the colour of a single object, owing for instance to variations in the quality of light, in contextual
information, or to colour-blindness. We can delineate subjective and objective properties is by
appealing to a universal standard of measure. If somebody claimed that Van Gogh’s Starry Night
is heavier or larger than Sunflowers, and her friend disagreed, there is a recourse to a universally
agreed upon measure in order to resolve this dispute. If, however, they disagreed over which
painting was the most beautiful, there seems to be no further ‘fact of the matter’ extending beyond
experience. Perhaps even is everybody found sunsets beautiful, this suggests that at most a shared
experience of beauty universally accompanies sunsets, beauty being a phenomenological property
rather than an objective one predicated of sunsets themselves. In this case of colour, we might
identify something like the wavelength of reflected light in normal conditions as an approximate
objective grounding, but we can’t describe beauty in terms of physical categories, or indeed any
unified, ‘extra-mental’ properties independently of an observer®. A further argument that beauty is
not a physical feature of the world is that beautiful things seems to possess a kind of ‘multiple
realisability’, since somebody can appreciate the beauty of a particular painting on different
occasions and in wholly different mediums. Beauty is therefore not a physical property of an object
in the sense that mass, shape, size and perbaps colour are. We might finally imagine a ‘zombie
world’, identical to ours save for the fact that our human counterparts lack subjective experience,
or qualia. Would beauty exist in this world? Are the zombie visitors to the National Gallery still
appreciating beauty? Something seems to be lost here- the qualia associated with experiencing
beauty- that might lead us to say that beauty ##se/f is absent in this world. If such a world is
physically identical, can we conclude that beauty is not a property or characteristic of the physical
world? If not, beauty is characterised at least in part by subjective experience. By analogy, the
famous ‘Mary the colour-blind neuroscientist’ thought experiment provides a similar, convincing

case for the role that phenomenology has to play in our knowledge of colour.

Can we therefore conclude that an experience of beauty or colour is entirely constitutive of

these concepts? This view also leads to a number of difficulties. Chiefly, aesthetic judgements tend

! hetp://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/11905046/Beauty-really-is-in-the-eye-of-the-beholder-twin-study-
reveals.html
* 1 take this as an apodictic fact, but it might be discussed further elsewhere.



to take on a normative quality- they are endowed with representational or intentional content,
insofar as a statement like “this painting is beautiful” is not strictly equivalent to “I find this
painting beautiful”, or “I take pleasure in this painting”. Unlike other sensory pleasures, they have
cognitive content. Kant notes that our own judgements of beauty serve as an example of how

everyone ought to judge:

“how is a judgment possible which, merely from one's own feeling of pleasure in an object,
independent of its concept, judges this pleasure as attached to the representation of the
same object in every other subject, and does so a priori, i.e., without having to wait for the
assent of others?” (§36, 288)°

Kant argues that aesthetic judgements are also universal and necessary (as they are presented
in experience). This is evidenced by the fact that we rarely behave as if ‘beauty is in the eye of the
beholder’: we tend to treat beauty as a feature of the world- leading us to argue and persuade others
over matters of aesthetic value. This is not the case with other kinds of judgements- a substantive
argument over the deliciousness of Brussels sprouts is manifestly unfeasible. Consequently, an
aesthetic judgment in normal circumstances is not a ‘second-order’ judgement of an experience of
an object, but an evaluation of an object itself. By analogy, to call an apple red is to ascribe the
property of redness to an apple, not to my experience of the apple*. Moreover, there are cases where
aesthetic judgements fail to coincide with experiences of beauty. For instance, I might agree that a
painting is beautiful having only heard a description of it, dispute my own aesthetic judgements
made in the past, or come to appreciate that a song is beautiful after repeated listening. It seems,
therefore, to be a behavioural and linguistic fact that judgements of colour and beauty concern an

objective property of something in the world quite independent of immediate experience.

We can rearticulate this in a curious way. Viewed subjectively, beauty manifests itself as a
property of an object in the world. Conversely, from an objective ‘observerless’ standpoint, the
‘beauty’ appears to be seated in subjective experience- perhaps constituted by very complex neural
processes, but not discernible as a fixed and unchanging property of objects. We have reached
Kant’s puzzling ‘antinomy of taste’, where aesthetic judgements appear to be grounded both
objectively in some cases (our behaviour and language), and subjectively in others (disparity of
opinion, the irreducable role of experience). Are we forced to accept either aesthetic subjectivism

or objectivism, or can we reconcile these two views? Have we been sold a false dichotomy?

We might find some clues in a dispositional analysis of colour, which accommodates for both a

scientific and phenomenological account’. In this view:

X is blue = X has the disposition to look blue, to normal observers in normal conditions.

* Immanuel Kant (1928): Critigue of Judgment, transl. Meredith, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

*In the vast majority of cases.
5 Cohen, J., 2001, “Subjectivism, Physicalism, or None of the Above ...”, Consciousness and Cognition, 10: 94-104.



This position faces a number of criticisms. It has been objected that the ‘normal observers,
normal conditions’ requisite is either indefinable or arbitrary (with regards to metaphysics)®. We
can see this in the fact that the colour of an object can vary to a great extent under different viewing
conditions and different classes of observers. To the question of which among these perceptual
variants veridically represents the ‘real’ colour of an object, there does not appear to be a well-
motivated answer.” If this criticism holds for colour, then it certainly also does for beauty, since we
have seen that beauty is far less grounded in physical properties, and is far more intimately tied
with complex psychological states®, so we can’t safely posit ‘normal conditions’ for beauty.
Fortunately, we can adapt the dispositional analysis of colour by removing the problematic ‘normal

observers, normal conditions’ clause:
X is blue to observer Y = X has the disposition to observer Y.’
This relationalist analysis may now work for aesthetic judgements:
X is beautiful to observer Y = X has the disposition to look beautiful to observer Y. '

In this sense, ‘beauty’ is a property of extra-mental entities (viz. paintings, statues) that are
constituted in terms of their effects on an observer. Beauty as such is neither a physical property,
nor does it logically supervene on physical properties; it is supervenient on a relationship between
an observer and an object. Put another way- beauty is described by an interaction between subject
and object. It is now meaningful to predicate beauty of an object providing we specify an observer
that finds the object beautiful. What happens when we dream of, or imagine, something beautiful?
Surely here there is a subjective instance of beauty, but no object which corresponds to it? It could
be replied to this objection that we really are seeing a beautiful object, but it isn’t manifested

physically in this case.

A more popular criticism of this kind of dispositional analysis is that it is circular'’ (to say
a red thing has a disposition to look red seems almost trivial, and says nothing about what
constitutes redness). It is entirely consistent to grant this'*- a dispositional or relationalist analysis
of beauty omits what is really important in aesthetics- for instance, what really constitutes an
experience of beauty. Nevertheless, with this analysis we can still clarify some problems. In

particular, we can explain the objective character of most aesthetic judgements: a statement like

¢ Hardin, C. L., 2004, “A Green Thought in a Green Shade”, Harvard Review of Philosophy, XII: 29-39.

8 For instance, we might find something beautiful in the way it appeals to our own past experiences- something
which can’t be said of colour.
? Averill, E. W., 1992, “The Relational Nature of Colour”, Philosophical Review, 101: 551-588.

19 By ‘observer’ I mean a subject capable of experiencing certain phenomenological states.

"' McGinn, C., 1996, “Another Look at Color”, The Journal of Philosophy, 93: 537-555.

12 Indeed, Kant says judgements of beauty rest on an “indeterminate concept” (§57, 341)



“this painting is beautiful” now really does refer to a relational property of the painting, yet still

implies its associated phenomenological character.

Another issue with the relationalist view is how we can salvage the possibility of veridical
aesthetic judgements. For instance, if somebody claims that a sheet of their own unskilled
scribbling is more beautiful than the entire ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, there is surely a sense in
which this person is wrong, even if his scribbles really do look more beautiful to him. It looks as if
a relationalist account of beauty is too subjective in this respect, since there is no room for genuine

‘objective’ judgement.

In his essay ‘Of the Standard of Taste’?, David Hume considers how we might ground
such obviously right or wrong judgements, if beauty really is in the eye of the beholder. He suggests
that not all tastes are equally legitimate- indeed, not everybody is even capable of noticing the finer
features that constitute beauty. We can identify features of the ‘ideal critic’** that are requisite for
approaching something like a faculty for making veridical judgements- such as education,
experience, delicacy and impartiality. This marks the departing point for our analogy with colour,
since it is asymmetric in this crucial sense. While every sensible visual object has some colour
associated with it in our visual field (even if it is black), beauty is only identified in some objects.
In many cases, we can only come to appreciate the beauty after having learned new facts, or having

become educated in some way. This demonstrates the importance of the intellect in discovering




