The Original Plan of the Treatise
Book 1: Of the Understanding

Book 2: Of the Passions

Book 3: Of Morals

Book 4: Of Criticism

Book 5: Of Politics

“Of the Standard of Taste” gives us a picture of what Book 4 would have contained …

… but without the grounding in a theory of human nature

The Aesthetics of the Treatise

To say that something is beautiful is to say that it pleases after a certain manner.

(different from the manner in which what is virtuous pleases)

The fact that something pleases is not simply a brute fact.

We can develop a theory to explain why certain things please and others do not.

The feeling of pleasure at beauty is principally grounded in the perception of utility.

Though there are some things that instinctively arouse aesthetic pleasure.
In the latter case, the instincts are by and large common to all human beings.

Though there is the possibility of some slight variation with age, time, and place.

The Aesthetics of the Essay
What is beautiful is still what pleases after a certain manner.

But there is no attempt to develop an account of what causes this pleasure or relate the feeling of pleasure to sympathy or the passions.

In particular, there is no mention of utility or sympathy with the pleasure of a useful object as a cause of aesthetic pleasure.

Instead, we are simply told that we must consult experience to determine what is aesthetically pleasing.

Once we have done so, we might hope to identify characteristics of pleasing and displeasing performances and so formulate rules of composition

but there is no attempt to go back to identify the general causes of the aesthetic experience in human nature
This approach makes the opening question of the Essay all the more serious.

The Opening Question of the Essay
Is there any such thing as a standard of taste?

Reasons to think there is no such thing:

· there is widespread disagreement among people over matters of taste

· even where there seems to be agreement, it is often merely apparent

(due to agreement on the positive sense of terms with positive meaning while there is no underlying agreement on how to apply those terms)

· A philosophical argument:

taste is a matter of sentiment, and sentiment involves no judgment
The sceptical argument in more detail
A sentiment tells us nothing about any quality in an object.
It instead tells us something about how the object is related to us.

What it tells us is personal and incorrigible.

(namely, whether the object pleases or displeases us)

Beauty is just a sentiment.

So judgments of beauty are not judgments about the existence of any quality in an object 

They are judgments about whether the subject finds the object pleasing or displeasing
So, they are subjectively relative and incorrigible
Reasons to think there is such a thing
as a standard of taste

· Our respect for disagreements over questions of taste is confined to close cases

· Where disagreements occur over gross cases, we “naturally” seek a standard for confirming one standard and condemning the other

But if there is a standard of taste, then it can’t just be determined by a sentiment
because that varies from person to person

and can’t be considered to be correct or incorrect.

So what is the standard of taste based on?

The joint verdict of true judges

(especially as reconfirmed over ages)

The theory behind Hume’s position
“Some particular forms and qualities, from the original structure of the internal fabric, are calculated to please, and others to displease” Essay 233
The rules of composition are based on general observations concerning what has universally been found to please in all countries and all ages

These rules are discovered either by “genius” or by observation

Great artists follow

(or produce work that discovers)

these rules …

… at least to some extent

All those who view the work of great artists cannot but be pleased …

… as long as the pleasing elements in the composition are evident.

But they are not always evident to all people due to insensitivity of the sense organ, arising from
· weakness of discriminating power (a lack of “delicacy”)
· lack of practice
· inadequate comparison

· prejudice

· weak understanding

(understanding is particularly involved in determining relations between parts, satisfaction of ends, plausibility of motives, coherence of plot lines, etc.)

Because of these factors, the aesthetic judgments of all people are not to be respected equally.
A good critic must have “strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by practice, perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice.”

An “embarrassing question”
How do we know which critics are the good ones?

(They can’t be said to be the ones who consistently make the right judgments without begging the question.)

Neither can they be said to be the ones who make the judgments we approve of without giving up on a standard.

Some answers

Delicate sentiment can be demonstrated

You do this by appealing to some work that all agree is pleasing and then show that the pleasing component is present, unnoticed, in the piece you are approving of.

Whether a critic is practiced and has made comparisons are matters of fact that can be ascertained.

Prejudicial factors can be identified by reasoning and discussed in the process of rendering aesthetic judgment
Sound understanding can be applied, demonstrated, and disputed in justifying an aesthetic judgment.

A remark on taste and science

Though taste rests on sentiment and science on judgments of matters of fact and demonstrable relations of ideas

questions of taste are easier to decisively answer than scientific questions

This is proven by the fact that there has been enduring agreement on the classic compositions

whereas no scientific theory has lasted for very long

The agreement is the product of the compelling case good critics have made for their judgments – one that is able to win wide agreement

Limitations on the universal validity of judgments of taste
· the different “humours” of particular people (e.g., young and old)

· the particular manners and opinions of times and countries

In many cases, variations in judgment arising from these factors can be dismissed as due to prejudice

(Overcoming prejudice involves adopting a common and general point of view)

But in some cases we ought to think that the diversity in aesthetic judgment is actually due to changes in what pleases or displeases people

(Even in these cases, we recognize people as merely having a right to different preferences, not a right to condemn what does not please them or unduly praise what does)

Moral vrs. speculative opinions

Mere change in manners and customs can be no justification for a prejudiced assessment of aesthetic value.

But imperfect morals can be.

Speculative scientific opinions should not be (since even the ones we have now are impermanent)

This includes speculative religious opinions.

Except insofar as they are expressions of bias and intolerance

(In which case they justify aesthetic disapprobation on account of their moral offensiveness).
