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AESTHETIC TASTE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Aesthetics, Philosophy, Sociology, Psychology, Art History

1. Core Definition and Phenomenology

Aesthetic Taste refers to the faculty or capacity possessed by individuals to discern, evaluate, and

appreciate the qualities of an object, artwork, or natural phenomenon based on an inherent sense

of beauty or harmony. It is the critical mechanism through which the observer apprehends sensory

data--such as visual composition, sound, or textual rhythm--and compares it against both

internalized and commonly supported criteria for excellence or adequacy. As the source material

suggests, this process involves the viewing and comparing of pieces to determine if they are

unquestionably striking or merely satisfactory, thereby positioning taste as a form of expertise

essential in fields like art curation.

Phenomenologically, the experience of aesthetic taste is often described as a complex interplay

between sensory pleasure and intellectual judgment. It transcends mere subjective liking,

demanding a degree of critical detachment and comparison. When an individual exercises taste,

they are not only reporting an emotional state ("I like this") but are implicitly making a claim about

the object's objective merit ("This is good/beautiful"). This judgment implies an expectation that

others, possessing similar refinement or criteria, ought to agree with the evaluation, leading to the

central philosophical tension regarding its subjectivity versus its claim to universality.

The refinement of aesthetic taste is typically viewed as an acquired skill, developed through

persistent exposure, education, and critical reflection within specific cultural or professional

domains. For example, the refined taste required of an art curator is built upon extensive

experience and a deep historical understanding of artistic precedents, allowing them to make

critical distinctions between works that the uninitiated observer might deem equally appealing. This

capacity for subtle discernment is what lends institutional authority to certain judgments and

establishes the hierarchy of artistic merit.

2. Etymology and Philosophical Foundations

The concept of aesthetic taste gained prominence during the 18th-century Enlightenment, moving

from a metaphorical reference to physical taste (a sensory faculty) to a philosophical concept

concerning the judgment of art and beauty. Prior to this period, discussions of beauty often focused

on objective qualities inherent in the object (e.g., proportion, symmetry, divine order). The

Enlightenment, however, shifted focus toward the human subject and the faculty of judgment.

A foundational text for this philosophical exploration was David Hume's 1757 essay, "Of the

Standard of Taste." Hume acknowledged that all sentiment is subjective--a person's feeling of
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beauty is his own--yet he argued for the possibility of establishing a standard. He posited that true

taste requires certain qualities in the critic, including delicacy of imagination, freedom from

prejudice, and frequent practice in comparing artworks. Hume's standard thus relied on the

judgment of the "true judges," whose consensus would approximate an objective criterion.

Immanuel Kant, in his 1790 work, "Critique of Judgment," offered the most rigorous philosophical

definition of aesthetic taste. Kant defined aesthetic judgment as disinterested pleasure--pleasure

derived from the mere contemplation of the form of the object, free from personal interest or utility.

Crucially, Kant argued that while the judgment of taste is subjective (based on feeling), it makes a

universal claim, suggesting that the feeling of pleasure arises from the harmonious "free play" of

the imagination and the understanding, a structure common to all rational human beings. This

established the judgment of taste as a unique category, neither purely objective nor purely

subjective.

3. Sociological Dimensions of Taste and Distinction

In the late 20th century, the study of aesthetic taste shifted significantly toward sociology, primarily

through the work of Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu argued forcefully against the Kantian notion of

disinterested taste, proposing instead that taste is fundamentally social and political. In his

magnum opus, Distinction, Bourdieu demonstrated that aesthetic preferences are deeply

intertwined with class identity and social hierarchy.

Bourdieu introduced the concepts of habitus and cultural capital. Habitus refers to the system of

dispositions acquired through social conditioning--it is how class is incorporated into the body and

guides one's choices, including aesthetic preferences. Cultural capital is the knowledge, education,

and credentials that confer status. According to this framework, high aesthetic taste (e.g.,

appreciating abstract expressionism or classical music) is not inherently superior, but is rather a

form of cultural capital used by dominant classes to reinforce social boundaries and justify their

position of privilege.

Therefore, the seemingly natural appreciation of certain criteria is revealed to be the result of

deliberate social training. What is deemed "striking" or "adequate" in art often mirrors the values,

lifestyles, and economic ease of the dominant class, creating a structure of distinction. The

consumption of certain art forms thus functions less as a pure appreciation of beauty and more as

a performance of social belonging and exclusion, validating the choices of those who possess the

"correct" taste.

4. Key Characteristics: Judgment and Criteria

The operation of aesthetic taste relies on several key characteristics, defining it as a critical faculty

rather than a mere expression of preference. The first characteristic is discernment, the ability to
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perceive subtle differences and nuances in sensory experience that may escape the common

observer. This allows the possessor of taste to differentiate, for example, between skillful execution

and mere imitation, or between originality and cliché.

A second characteristic is the reliance on established criteria, whether conscious or unconscious.

As noted in the original definition, judgment is often made "in accordance with commonly

supported criteria." These criteria are the internalized rules, historical precedents, and formal

principles (such as unity, balance, tension, or narrative depth) that structure the evaluation. While

highly subjective, the judgment of taste attempts to transcend individual sentiment by referencing

these shared standards of excellence.

The third critical element is comparative evaluation. Aesthetic judgment is rarely made in a

vacuum; it requires placing the object within a tradition or category and comparing it against known

examples. This comparative process ensures that the judgment is contextualized, recognizing the

unique historical and material constraints under which the work was produced. For professionals,

such as curators or critics, this comparison is rigorous, grounding their declaration of an artwork's

significance in established academic and market histories.

5. Psychological and Cognitive Mechanisms

Psychology attempts to explain the mechanisms underlying aesthetic taste by focusing on

cognitive processes and affective responses. One prominent mechanism is cognitive fluency, the

ease with which an observer can process information about an object. Studies show that objects or

designs that are processed more easily--due to familiarity, clear structure, or prototypical features--

are often rated as more aesthetically pleasing. However, refined taste often demands a degree of

cognitive effort, appreciating complexity and ambiguity that initially resist easy processing.

Furthermore, psychological research highlights the role of exposure and habituation. Repeated

exposure to specific aesthetic forms or styles tends to increase liking, a phenomenon similar to the

mere-exposure effect. This helps explain how individuals develop tastes for highly specific and

often challenging art forms (like abstract painting or dissonance in music) that initially might seem

unpleasant. Through dedicated effort, the brain reorganizes its processing to find pleasure in

complexity, transforming initial discomfort into appreciation.

The contrast between lay taste and expert taste is also a significant psychological area of study.

Lay viewers often prioritize realism, immediate emotional impact, or narrative clarity, whereas

experts tend to focus on formal properties, technical skill, and historical novelty. This difference

underscores that aesthetic taste involves not just sensory perception, but also highly specialized

conceptual priming, where existing knowledge structures profoundly alter how sensory input is

interpreted and valued.
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6. Applications in Cultural Institutions and the Market

Aesthetic taste operates as the primary form of authority within the cultural landscape. It is the core

competency leveraged by institutional gatekeepers--art critics, museum directors, academic

reviewers, and publishers--whose collective judgment dictates which cultural objects achieve

prominence and longevity. The source example of curators being hired based on their aesthetic

taste illustrates how this personal faculty is codified into professional expertise.

In the art market, aesthetic taste translates directly into economic valuation. The judgment that a

piece is "striking" or possesses superior quality, when delivered by recognized authorities (i.e.,

critics or established galleries), legitimizes its monetary value. This institutional validation

transforms the subjective feeling of taste into an objective measure of investment potential,

creating a feedback loop where market price reinforces aesthetic merit, and aesthetic merit justifies

market price.

Moreover, taste governs the selection and preservation of cultural heritage. Museum acquisition

policies are fundamentally decisions based on taste--determining which artifacts are worthy of

public display, conservation, and historical remembrance. Thus, aesthetic taste is not merely a

private preference; it is a powerful instrument of cultural memory and resource allocation,

determining what future generations will recognize as canonical or significant.

7. Debates and Criticisms

The concept of aesthetic taste remains highly contentious, revolving around the tension between

objective criteria and cultural relativity. The primary criticism launched against traditional aesthetic

theories (Humean or Kantian) is that they mask cultural imperialism and class bias under the

guise of universal standards. Critics argue that the criteria deemed "refined" often align exclusively

with Western, masculine, and high-bourgeois artistic traditions, systematically marginalizing folk

art, popular culture, and expressions from non-dominant cultural groups.

Postmodern aesthetics and cultural studies heavily emphasize relativism, arguing that there is no

single, timeless standard of taste. Instead, taste is viewed as context-dependent and perpetually

fluid, changing rapidly in response to technological shifts, social movements, and globalized

cultural exchange. This perspective challenges the very notion of a "true judge" or a stable

criterion, asserting that all judgments of beauty are contingent and ideological.

A further contemporary debate concerns the impact of mass media and algorithms on taste

formation. In the digital age, individual preferences are increasingly shaped by recommendation

engines and global cultural trends. Critics question whether authentic aesthetic taste can still

develop when exposure is filtered and optimized for immediate engagement, raising concerns that

the critical distance and reflective effort necessary for refined taste are being eroded by the
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demands of instantaneous consumption.

8. Further Reading

Aesthetic Taste (General Overview)

Hume's Aesthetics and the Standard of Taste

Kant's Critique of Judgment

Bourdieu's Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste
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