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Synopsis of David Hume’s Aesthetics
 “Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone entitle critics to this valuable character” (Standards of Taste, 278).


SUMMARY OUTLINE OF THE STANDARD OF TASTES (1757)

#8:  There is no disputing about tastes

I.
First Unit:  Paragraphs 1-5:  Two Competing Philosophies:

     
A.
Skeptical Position:
1.
Beauty with sentiment of pleasure caused by the object.

2.
Sentiment “exists merely in the mind”

3.
No response to a work is superior to any other.

4.
There is no wrong response to a work of art.  

B. Common Sense: 

1.         Evaluative responses are neither true nor false, yet some are better than others.
2.
Hume regards approbation and disapprobation as sentiments, i.e., emotional responses.  Thus, approbation is a feeling of approval; disapprobation is a feeling of disapproval.
II.
Second Unit:  Paragraphs 6-16:   A Defense of Common Sense:

A. There is a standard by which we can “confirm” one sentiment and “condemn” another.  

B. All sentiment is right.  The core idea of his theory of moral and aesthetic value is that they are based on sentiment and not judgment.  Thus, taste is a feeling, and a feeling of pleasure is a personal response to something.



1. Some works attain critical approval over culture and time (e.g., ancient authors like Homer and Cicero delight modern readers.

2. An examination of these works of genius should provide us with rules of composition for good art.  

a. The rules are only general observation via experience. 

1. Rules of composition are consistent with Hume’s empiricism.

b. They are not fixed a priori reasonings. 

3. Uniformity of response provides some measure of objectivity.
4. Taste is mediated by reflection on what is sensed.

5. Taste is considerably more refined than what is merely average (Don Quixote).
6. Different degrees of tastes correspond to real differences in the object X being evaluated.
1. Beauty and deformity are not Qualities in objects.

2. Beauty and deformity belong entirely to the sentiment, internal or external.

a.
Notwithstanding, there are certain qualities in objects, which are fitted by nature to produce those particular feelings.

1.
These qualities may be found in a smaller degree, may be mixed, and confounded with each other.


Also, Consider the following citations:


III.
Third Unit:  Paragraphs 17-27: How to be a true of Judge of Art:

A. In order to be a true judge of art, five factors must converge:

1. Strong Sense;

2. Strong Sense United to Delicate Sentiment;

3. Improved by Practice;

4. Perfected by Comparison;

5. Cleared of all prejudice.
B. These 5 conditions imply that only a few will ever be qualified judges of any specific work of art.
C. These conditions for achieving good taste imply that only a very few will ever be qualified judges.
D. The agreement of these acute critics then becomes “the true standard.”
E. Some sources of variation in taste cannot be eliminated.
F. The critic is to forget “peculiar circumstances.”
IV. Fourth Unit:  Paragraphs 28-36:  What about unavoidable biases evident even among the best critics:  natural differences and moral outlook:

A.
Natural Differences:  Preferences are not simply a matter of training or exposure (paragraph 30).

1.
There are natural differences in persons, so that make some prefer comedy while others prefer drama. 
2.
There are also unavoidable preferences due to a person's age (generational differences) and culture (cultural preferences) (paragraph 29).


B.
Critic’s moral outlook:
1.
Hume advocates moderate moralism, in contrast to such attitudes such as overt bigotry are flaws that detract from the work’s aesthetic merit.



2.
Proper evaluation is guided by our sense of “the natural boundaries 



of vice and virtue.”

3.
Hume offers examples of work blemished by improper moral attitudes which display religious bigotry.
II.   SUMMARY OF HUME’S AESTHETIC POSITION:

1.
Main writing on aesthetics is Of the Standard of Taste (1757).

A.
He examines the acknowledgment of beauty and deformity arguing that judgments are not (1) “matters of fact” or (2) “opinion” but arises from “sentiment” (feelings).

 
B.
Hume seeks to reconcile two apparently contradictory beliefs:

1.
First notion:  Tastes differ because it is how I feel about things.  Thus, if x feels beautiful to me, then to me x is beautiful.  Beauty is in the eye of the beholder:

a.
Tastes vary enormously (time; cultures, and among critics within a particular culture).
2.
Second notion:  There are judgments of tastes that have something approaching universal acceptance.  In other words, taste is not completely relative for everyone would generally agree that Michelangelo is a greater artist than a toddler.  

C.
Can an account of taste be given that allows for variety, but also provides “a rule by which the various sentiments of men may be reconciled, or at least a decision afforded confirming one sentiment and condemning another?”

1.
There are standards of taste which represent a consensus, derived from experience.  They are the “common sentiments” of humanity-for we are of the same constitution.

D.
Question:  Can a standard of tastes be given by rules of composition?
1.
On one hand there are such rules and they are discovered by experience-for they are “general observations concerning what has been universally found to please in all countries and ages.”

2.
However, these rules are not binding.  They can be transgressed, and a work of art can possibly be enhanced by the transgression because it is not an application of rules but a “delicacy of taste” that detects merit.


a.
Illustration from Don Quixote:
Two accomplished judges of wine praised a fine wine but one judged it slightly metallic and the other thought he tasted leather in it.  The judgements were ridiculed as pretentiousness, but vindicated when a key with a leather thong was found at the bottom of the vat.  “Where the organs are so fine as to allow nothing to escape them, and at the same time so exact as to perceive every ingredient in the composition, this we call delicacy of taste, whether we employ these terms in the literal or the metaphorical sense.”
E.
Question:  Why doesn’t everyone’s taste follow these standards?

Hume writes: "Those finer emotions of the mind are of a very tender and delicate nature, and require the concurrence of many favourable circumstances to make them play with facility and exactness, according to their general and established principles. The least exterior hindrance to such small springs, or the least internal disorder, disturbs their motion, and confounds the operation of the whole machine." 

F.
Question:  How do you tell whether a work belongs at the level of the Renaissance masters and when it belongs to a class for toddlers?

1.
Stands the test of time.  When X has been received by generations of appreciators, universal human sentiment has approved it.

G.
Question:  What does a Humean approach for art criticism look like?

1.
“A delicate imagination.”  A theory of taste is an operation of the imagination.

a.
Aesthetic and moral response is immediate in the sense that feelings occur spontaneously in anyone who makes customary imaginative association.

1.
Approbation is a “peculiar delight” and a “particular kind of pleasure.” It feels different from other pleasures for a beautiful x or action strikes us as likable, agreeable, and desirable.

2.
Disapprobation is a feeling of disapproval, dislike, and contempt.  Thus, an ugly object or vicious action feels odious, disagreeable, and undesirable.

b.         Hume’s theory is rooted in the work of Joseph Addison and Francis Hutcheson.

1.
Theory of taste is an operation of imagination (Addison).

2.
Emotions are the foundation of moral judgment (Hutcheson).

c.
Values within the scope of criticism are essentially pleasures of the human imagination.  While there may be cases where beauty is merely a sensory pleasure, he emphasizes beauty’s status as a cognitive pleasure.

d.
Value judgments expressions are expressions of taste rather than “reasoned” analysis.  Rather, values are examined in the context of a general theory about our shared human nature.

2.
The more experience you have in examining art, the more discerning your judgment becomes.  Therefore, examine X repeatedly and compare X with others like it for this will help you see what you might otherwise miss

a.
It is not always clear prior to careful attention and reflection which features of X are responsible for our sentiments of approbation and disapprobation.

b.
Why?  “The human body is a mighty complicated machine” with many “secret powers.”

c.
Taste is improved by practice in making “comparisons” among objects and by the employment of “good sense.”

1.
In fact, learned associations encourage us to rearrange our ideas in intelligible patterns, permitting us to create ideas of things never actually experienced.  

2.
The refined taste of a good critic will weigh the relative contributions of all aspects of the object of taste.  Formal design is a contributing excellence though not the sole focus of aesthetic discrimination.

d.
Hume doesn’t dismiss vulgar taste as subjective and mistaken.  Rather, vulgar taste is more idiosyncratic and capricious.

e.
Refined taste is more properly rule-governed and stable.

1.
While both are subject to rules, the person of refined taste is better informed about the material.

3.
Attempt to be a disinterested observer.

a.
Hume reminds us that we cannot expect the agreement of others if we judge things from a limited and prejudiced perspective (EPM, 272).

b.
Operation of sympathetic sentiment.  The general point of view takes notice of pleasure that the object is fitted to bring to other people.  The idea of their benefit generates sympathetic pleasure, increasing the sentiment of approbation (T, 364-65).

c.
The standard of taste should provide rules for “confirming one sentiment, and condemning another” (SOT, 268).  It must explain why the sentiments of some critics are better or worse, not which are true and false in any absolute sense.  This explanation is accompanied by closely associated criteria for identifying good critics:  “Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, perfected b comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone entitle critics to this valuable character” (SOT, 278).




Two Competing Philosophies:
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A Defense of Common Sense:
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How to be a True Judge of Art?
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What about unavoidable biases (e.g., natural differences & moral outlook):


Paragraphs 6-16








The standard is identified with a rule:





#6. It is natural for us to seek � HYPERLINK "http://www.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/hume%20annotations.htm" \l "6" �a Standard of Taste; a rule�, by which the various sentiments of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision, afforded, confirming one sentiment, and condemning another.





The theme of rules is expressed in paragraph 9:  





#9. It is evident that none of � HYPERLINK "http://www.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/hume%20annotations.htm" \l "9" �the rules� of composition are fixed by � HYPERLINK "http://www.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/hume%20annotations.htm" \l "9" �reasonings a priori�, or can be esteemed abstract conclusions of the understanding, from comparing those habitudes and relations of ideas, which are eternal and immutable. Their foundation is the same with that of all the practical sciences, experience; nor are they any thing but general observations, concerning what has been universally found to please in all countries and in all ages.





# 16….Where the organs are so fine, as to allow nothing to escape them; and at the same time so exact as to perceive every ingredient in the composition: This we call delicacy of taste, whether we employ these terms in the literal or metaphorical sense. Here then the general rules of beauty are of use; being drawn from established models, and from the observation of what pleases or displeases, when presented singly and in a high degree: And if the same qualities, in a continued composition and in a small degree, affect not the organs with a sensible delight or uneasiness, we exclude the person from all pretensions to this delicacy. To produce these general rules or avowed patterns of composition is like finding the key with the leathern thong;…





#12. It appears then, that, amidst all the variety and caprice of taste, there are certain general principles of approbation or blame, whose influence a careful eye may trace in all operations of the mind. Some particular forms or qualities, from the original structure of the internal fabric, are calculated to please, and others to displease; and if they fail of their effect in any particular instance, it is from some apparent defect or imperfection in the organ.  A man in a fever would not insist on his palate as able to decide concerning flavours; nor would one, affected with the jaundice, pretend to give a verdict with regard to colours. In each creature, there is a sound and a defective state; and the former alone can be supposed to afford us a true standard of a taste and sentiment. If, in the sound state of the organ, there be an entire or considerable uniformity of sentiment among men, we may thence derive an idea of the perfect beauty; in like manner as the appearance of objects in daylight, to the eye of a man in health, is denominated their true and real colour, even while colour is allowed to be merely a phantasm of the senses. 





#13. Many and frequent are the defects in the internal organs, which prevent or weaken the influence of those general principles, on which depends our sentiment of beauty or deformity. Though some objects, by the structure of the mind, be naturally calculated to give pleasure, it is not to be expected, that in every individual the pleasure will be equally felt. Particular incidents and situations occur, which either throw a false light on the objects, or hinder the true from conveying to the imagination the proper sentiment and perception. 





# 14.  One obvious cause, why many feel not the proper sentiment of beauty, is the want of that delicacy of imagination, which is requisite to convey a sensibility of those finer emotions. This delicacy every one pretends to: Every one talks of it; and would reduce every kind of taste or sentiment to its standard. But as our intention in this essay is to mingle some light of the understanding with the feelings of sentiment, it will be proper to give a more accurate definition of delicacy, than has hitherto been attempted. And not to draw our philosophy from too profound a source, we shall have recourse to a noted story in � HYPERLINK "http://www.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/hume%20annotations.htm" \l "14" �DON QUIXOTE�. 









































#3. Those who � HYPERLINK "http://www.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/hume%20annotations.htm" \l "3a" �found morality on sentiment�, more than on reason, are inclined to comprehend ethics under the former observation, and to maintain, that, in all questions, which regard conduct and manners, the difference among men is really greater than at first sight it appears.  It is indeed obvious, that writers of all nations and all ages concur in applauding justice, humanity, magnanimity, prudence, veracity; and in blaming the opposite qualities. Even poets and other authors, whose compositions are chiefly calculated to please the imagination, are yet found, from � HYPERLINK "http://www.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/hume%20annotations.htm" \l "3" �HOMER down to FENELON�, to inculcate the same moral precepts, and to bestow their applause and blame on the same virtues and vices. This great unanimity is usually ascribed to the influence of plain reason; which, in all these cases, maintains similar sentiments in all men, and prevents those controversies, to which the abstract sciences are so much exposed. So far as the unanimity is real, this account may be admitted as satisfactory:








All sentiment is right.


#7. There is a species of philosophy, which cuts off all hopes of success in such an attempt, and represents the impossibility of ever attaining any standard of taste. The difference, it is said, is very wide between judgment and sentiment. � HYPERLINK "http://www.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/hume%20annotations.htm" \l "7" �All sentiment is right�; because sentiment has a reference to nothing beyond itself, and is always real, wherever a man is conscious of it. But all determinations of the understanding are not right; because they have a reference to something beyond themselves, to wit, real matter of fact; and are not always conformable to that standard. Among a thousand different opinions which different men may entertain of the same subject, there is one, and but one, that is just and true; and the only difficulty is to fix and ascertain it. On the contrary, a thousand different sentiments, excited by the same object, are all right:





#12. It appears then, that, amidst all the variety and caprice of taste, there are certain general principles of approbation or blame, whose influence a careful eye may trace in all operations of the mind. Some particular forms or qualities, from the original structure of the internal fabric, are calculated to please, and others to displease; and if they fail of their effect in any particular instance, it is from some apparent defect or imperfection in the organ.  A man in a fever would not insist on his palate as able to decide concerning flavours; nor would one, affected with the jaundice, pretend to give a verdict with regard to colours. In each creature, there is a sound and a defective state; and the former alone can be supposed to afford us a true standard of a taste and sentiment. If, in the sound state of the organ, there be an entire or considerable uniformity of sentiment among men, we may thence derive an idea of the perfect beauty; in like manner as the appearance of objects in daylight, to the eye of a man in health, is denominated their true and real colour, even while colour is allowed to be merely a phantasm of the senses. 





#13. Many and frequent are the defects in the internal organs, which prevent or weaken the influence of those general principles, on which depends our sentiment of beauty or deformity. Though some objects, by the structure of the mind, be naturally calculated to give pleasure, it is not to be expected, that in every individual the pleasure will be equally felt. Particular incidents and situations occur, which either throw a false light on the objects, or hinder the true from conveying to the imagination the proper sentiment and perception. 





# 14.  One obvious cause, why many feel not the proper sentiment of beauty, is the want of that delicacy of imagination, which is requisite to convey a sensibility of those finer emotions. This delicacy every one pretends to: Every one talks of it; and would reduce every kind of taste or sentiment to its standard. But as our intention in this essay is to mingle some light of the understanding with the feelings of sentiment, it will be proper to give a more accurate definition of delicacy, than has hitherto been attempted. And not to draw our philosophy from too profound a source, we shall have recourse to a noted story in Don Quixote. 












































