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ABSTRACT 

When evaluating artworks, people commonly assert that 

certain artworks are good or bad, powerful or impassive, 

original or trite. We frequently ascribe properties and 

qualities to artworks such as graceful, balanced, serene, 

dynamic, vivid, and tragic as though those properties 

truly exist within the artwork and can be easily identi

fied by any rational and observant individual. We often 

deliberate about the value of artworks as though there 

really was a correct answer. 

Nevertheless, it is widely believed that aesthetic 

judgments cannot be justified. Because past theories 

that purported to establish aesthetic evaluation as an 

objective discipline have generally been unsuccessful, 

people have assumed that such judgments are merely 

expressions of our individual tastes or attitudes. 

Aesthetic evaluations are thought to be similar to moral 

judgments in this respect. Many argue that moral claims 

cannot be proven to be objectively true or false. They 

are simply expressions of our personal attitudes, inter

ests or prejudices. 

Recently, however, there has been a resurgence of 

interest in what are known as realist positions in moral 

philosophy. Moral realists argue that moral judgments 

are not expressions of attitude but are, in fact, 
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rationally based on objective facts. These new, more 

sophisticated realist theories not only provide solutions 

to problems previously thought insurmountable but also 

provide substantial challenges to antirealist or non-

objective views. 

One of the most promising of these new theories is 

called coherentism. Briefly, coherentism is the view 

that whether and to what extent one is justified in 

holding a particular moral claim to be true depends on 

the extent to which it coheres or fails to cohere with a 

comprehensive system of beliefs both moral and nonmoral. 

The coherence of the belief in question with other be

liefs in the system explains why one is justified in 

holding the belief to be true. 

In this dissertation, the coherentist theory will be 

extended to aesthetic evaluation. We will see that a 

coherentist theory of justification can be equally 

successful in providing a realist account of aesthetic 

evaluation, while overcoming the kinds of objections 

which were once thought insurmountable. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO AESTHETIC REALISM 

Statement of the Problem 

Can aesthetic judgments be objectively true or false, 

right or wrong? Are there such things as aesthetic 

properties and qualities? If our everyday discourse 

about artworks were any indication, the answer would be a 

resounding yes. For example, people commonly assert that 

certain artworks are good or bad, powerful or impassive, 

original or trite, beautiful or ugly. We maintain that 

there are objective criteria to distinguish between 

genuine artworks and similar things that are not art. We 

frequently ascribe properties and qualities to artworks 

such as graceful, balanced, integrated, lifeless, serene, 

somber, dynamic, vivid, delicate, moving, sentimental and 

tragic as though those properties truly exist within the 

artwork and can be easily identified by any rational and 

observant individual. We frequently deliberate about the 

value of artworks as though there really were a correct 

answer. The goal of such deliberation is frequently 

assumed to be the discovery of the objective facts de

scribed by these ascriptions. 

However, despite the fact that we talk and behave as 

though our evaluations of artworks assert objective 



facts, many artists, critics and philosophers remain 

convinced that such judgments are unjustifiable. Because 

past theories that purported to establish aesthetic 

evaluation as an objective discipline have generally been 

unsuccessful, many people have assumed a skeptical 

position with regard to aesthetic evaluation. Rather 

than say that our aesthetic evaluations assert the objec

tive facts about artworks, such judgments are asstimed to 

be cognitively empty statements which merely express our 

individual tastes, interests, personal attitudes and 

prejudices. For example, when I say that an artwork is 

"good" or "beautiful," what I am really expressing is 

only a personal affective response, a feeling of pleasure 

or positive attitude when experiencing the work of art. 

This position is frequently summed up by the old adage 

that beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 

Moral judgments are thought to have many characteris

tics in common with aesthetic evaluations. For example, 

most people maintain that certain people and actions are 

objectively good or bad, right or wrong. We frequently 

deliberate about moral issues as though there were a 

correct answer and try to convince others that we are 

right. We often contend that if our opponent could only 

grasp the objective facts about a given situation he 

would agree with us. Yet like questions of aesthetic 

value, moral judgments are very difficult to justify. 



Many contend that, though moral judgments sound like 

statements of fact on the surface, they are really 

disguised statements of personal opinion which reflect 

our own prejudices, attitudes and interests. 

Those who do not believe in the objectivity of moral 

judgments frequently assume that disagreements about 

moral issues often are unresolvable and that moral codes 

tend to vary from person to person, culture to culture 

and from one period of history to another. If moral 

judgments were based on objective facts like scientific 

judgments are, we would not have these enormous and 

seemingly unresolvable disparities. •'• Because of these 

factors, many skeptics have concluded that morality is 

simply relative to the individual or his culture. This 

opinion can be summed up by the familiar saying that an 

action that is right or just for one person or culture 

may not be right or just for another. Right and wrong is 

simply a matter of cultural convention or personal incli

nation. This view is commonly referred to as ethical 

relativism. Similarly, an aesthetic relativist is one 

who says that a work that is powerful or beautiful for 

one person may not be powerful or beautiful for another 

because of irreconcilable cultural or personal differ

ences. 

For the better part of the twentieth century, it has 

been widely believed by philosophers, critics and artists 



alike that neither moral or aesthetic judgments can be 

rationally justified. Such judgments are believed to be 

expressive of the personal interests, attitudes or tastes 

of the appraiser or moral agent rather than justifiable 

assertions of objective fact. The view that evaluative 

judgments are not rationally justifiable is called 

antirealism. Antirealists deny the existence of moral or 

aesthetic facts, properties and qualities and true moral 

or aesthetic claims. Recently, however, there has been a 

resurgence of interest in what are known as realist 

positions in moral philosophy. Moral realists have 

argued in novel ways that moral judgments are not cogni

tively empty expressions of attitude as previously 

supposed but are, in fact, rationally based on objective 

moral facts. These new, more sophisticated realist 

theories not only provide solutions to problems previous

ly thought insurmoxmtable but also provide substantial 

challenges to antirealist moral theories. 

One of the most promising of these new realist 

theories is called coherentism. Briefly, a coherentist 

theory of justification in ethics (such as the one pre

sented by David Brink in his 1989 book entitled Moral 

Realism and the Foundation of Ethics) states that whether 

and to what extent one is justified in holding a certain 

moral belief is dependent upon the extent to which that 

belief coheres or fails to cohere with a comprehensive 



system of other independently well-supported beliefs both 

moral and nonmoral.^ The focus of this dissertation will 

be to extend the coherentist theory to aesthetic evalua

tion. I plan to argue that a coherentist theory of 

justification can be equally successful in providing a 

realist account of aesthetic evaluation while overcoming 

the kinds of objections which were once thought insur

mountable. I will begin with a general discussion of the 

basic premises of aesthetic realism and an examination of 

some of the metaphysical and epistemological commitments 

which underlie such a view. This will be followed by an 

in-depth examination of one early realist position and 

two antirealist positions, all of which have applications 

in both ethics and aesthetics. This will provide the 

reader who is unfamiliar with the philosophical litera

ture on this subject with an overview of the problem and 

an explanation of why antirealist positions have been so 

prevalent for so long. In each case, I will examine the 

basic premises upon which each theory is founded and will 

explain why each is fundamentally flawed. In the fifth 

chapter, I will present a complete explanation of aes

thetic coherentism and will explain how this type of 

aesthetic realism overcomes the failings of not only 

previous realist theories, but antirealist positions as 

well. 



What is Aesthetic Realism? 

Aesthetic realism is what is commonly referred to as 

a foundational theory about the nature of aesthetic 

evaluation. Foundational theories address what are known 

as second-order issues about a discipline. Second-order 

issues are those that are about the general nature of a 

given practice while first-order issues address specific 

topics within that discipline.^ For example, first-order 

issues about aesthetic evaluation frequently deal with 

questions about what sorts of things are aesthetically 

important. What properties, if any, do ail good works of 

art of type X possess? What ideal, if any, should the 

artist strive for when creating a work of art? Which 

artworks or artists deserve special recognition in his

torical textbooks? 

Second-order issues, on the other hand, deal with the 

nature of the evaluative process itself. For example, 

one of the most important foundational issues at the 

heart of any theory of aesthetic evaluation is the ques

tion of objectivity- Can our evaluations of artworks be 

objective and if so, how? Do our claims about artworks 

possess the same type and level of objectivity fotind in 

other traditionally objective disciplines such as the 

natural sciences? For example, when we say that an 

artwork is "beautiful" or "graceful" can that statement 

be objectively true or false in the same way that a 



statement about the molecular structure of a certain 

compound can? Are there such things as aesthetic proper

ties and relations of properties that are external to and 

mind independent of the observer? For example, do 

properties such as "sadness" or "powerfulness" exist 

independently of our response to the artwork or are they 

somehow constituted by our response? How, if at all, can 

we justify aesthetic judgments? If such judgments are 

not justifiable, why do we speak as though we are making 

assertions of fact when we say that certain artworks are 

"tragic" or "strident?" To what extent, if any, must 

aesthetic evaluations reflect our own personal tastes or 

feelings? All of the above constitute second-order 

issues about aesthetic evaluation. 

What foundational or second-order claims does a 

realist conception of aesthetic evaluation make? There 

are two main tenets which are at the core of aesthetic 

realism or, for that matter, any other realist disci

pline. First and foremost, realism about a discipline 

affirms the objectivity of judgments made within that 

discipline. Consequently, a realist conception of aes

thetic evaluation asserts that the judgments we make 

about artworks are capable of being objectively true or 

false. According to aesthetic realism, assertions about 

artworks should be understood as literal descriptions of 

the properties and qualities and/or relations of 



properties and qualities possessed by those artworks. 

For example, when we say an artwork possesses the proper

ty of beauty or complexity, we are asserting that it 

literally possesses those properties in the same way 

that, say, some piece of wood possesses the property of 

hardness or a particular metal possesses the property of 

pliability. Aesthetic realists claim that aesthetic 

evaluations make assertions about the existence of cer

tain properties and qualities that an artwork possesses. 

There are many different ways that a realist conception 

of aesthetic evaluation can be construed. The type of 

aesthetic realism I will be defending asserts that the 

claims we make about artworks can be verified and justi

fied in much the same way that judgments in other more 

traditional realist disciplines, such as the natural and 

social sciences, can. 

The first central tenet of aesthetic realism 

contrasts sharply with an opposing, and remarkably preva

lent, position known as noncognitivism. Like realist 

positions, noncognitivist positions can take many forms. 

However, they all share one central premise--they deny 

the objectivity of aesthetic evaluation. Noncognitivists 

claim that aesthetic terms such as "beautiful" or "grace

ful" do not refer to real properties within the artwork 

but are used to express the observer's feelings of ap

proval or disapproval and to recommend or prescribe that 



others adopt the appraiser's attitudes. For example, 

when I say, "That painting is beautiful," I am not really 

claiming that it actually possesses the property of 

beauty but am using that term to express my positive 

reaction to the painting and to try to convince others to 

agree with me. Noncognitivists frequently claim that 

aesthetic predicates such as "beautiful," "graceful," 

"ugly" or "strident" are emotionally "loaded" with posi

tive or negative connotations of varying degrees. The 

strength of our response, rather than actual properties 

contained within the artwork, determine which aesthetic 

term is used. Noncognitivists believe that judgments 

about artworks are primarily expressive or prescriptive 

rather than descriptive of the artwork's actual 

properties. Since aesthetic judgments do not refer to 

any real properties, but only express the appraiser's 

feelings, reactions or attitudes, noncognitivists assert 

that evaluative statements about artworks can be neither 

true nor false, right nor wrong. Consequently, noncogni

tivism prohibits the possibility of objectivity when 

evaluating artworks. Positions which deny the objectivi

ty of aesthetic evaluation are also known as antirealist 

positions. Thus, noncognitivism is one variety of anti-

realism. 

Throughout the past century, the antirealist view of 

aesthetic evaluation has been particularly prevalent. 
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There are numerous reasons for the emergence and 

dominance of this position which will be examined in 

detail in subsequent chapters. However, I plan to demon

strate that the arguments which led to the rejection of a 

realist conception of aesthetic evaluation and the wide

spread adoption of antirealist positions are misguided 

and that, in fact, the antirealist conception presents 

serious problems of its own. A realist conception, on 

the other hand, provides a far better explanation of 

the practice of aesthetic evaluation as a whole. For 

example, a realist conception of aesthetic evaluation 

provides a convincing explanation of the type of language 

we use when talking about artworks. When we make evalua

tive statements about artworks, we commonly express 

ourselves in declamatory language. When we claim that a 

certain artwork is "beautiful" or "graceful," we seem to 

be making an assertion of fact. The sentence structure 

we use when describing artworks is similar to the sen

tence structure we use when describing the properties of 

things that are not art. If there were really no such 

thing as genuine aesthetic properties, why do we speak as 

though there are? If aesthetic evaluations are simply 

expressions of the observer's feelings and do not refer 

to any genuine properties, why are they disguised in this 

sort of declamatory language?^ 
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A realist conception of aesthetic evaluation would 

also explain the point of our deliberations about the 

nature of artworks. According to aesthetic realism, the 

reason we deliberate, discuss and argue about artworks is 

in order to discover certain objective truths about the 

work in question. We seem to be trying to reach an 

understanding or conclusion about the facts and, subse

quently, a judgment about the value of the artwork. What 

properties does the work possess? What is the relation

ship between the properties? Is the artwork valuable as 

a whole? If so, what properties or qualities make it 

valuable? This view is further supported by the fact 

that we tend to believe that some people's evaluations of 

artworks are mistaken and that some individuals are more 

aesthetically perceptive than others. By contrast, 

aesthetic deliberation and inquiry are difficult to 

understand on antirealist assumptions. If aesthetic 

judgments simply express the appraiser's feelings, tastes 

or attitudes, what is the point of deliberating about 

them? Why should it matter if someone else adopts the 

appraiser's feelings or not? Since an antirealist 

conception of aesthetic evaluation seems, at least ini

tially, to be strongly counterintuitive, and a realist 

view appears to provide a natural explanation of our 

discourse, we have compelling reasons to presume, at 

least initially, in favor of realism. 
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Like antirealist theories of aesthetic evaluation, 

there are several different ways that theories which 

embrace objectivism can be formulated. While the first 

central tenet of aesthetic realism, which affirms the 

objectivity of aesthetic judgments, distinguished realist 

positions from antirealist ones, the second tenet distin

guishes the type of realism I am defending from other 

types of objectivist positions. The second tenet of 

aesthetic realism is the claim that the properties, 

qualities and values possessed by artworks, and which our 

aesthetic evaluations purport to describe, are external 

to and mind independent of human thought. For present 

purposes, this claim will be labeled ezternalism.^ 

Externalism, then, is essentially the claim that the 

properties, qualities and values possessed by an artwork 

exist independently of our thoughts, beliefs and feelings 

about or reaction to the artwork. Whether or not an 

artwork possesses a certain property does not depend on 

whether or not we believe it does. For example, an 

externalist would claim that certain artworks are 

objectively beautiful, graceful or complex even if some 

people do not think they are. In fact, externalists 

believe that some artworks may possess these properties 

even if nobody believes they do. This is very similar to 

the claim made by moral realists who claim that certain 

actions are wrong even if some individuals do not believe 
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that they are. For example, moral realists maintain that 

murder is objectively wrong even though some psychopaths 

do not believe that it is. Similarly, we frequently 

maintain that some artworks are good even though some, 

perhaps ignorant or insensitive, people do not think that 

they are. Similar claims are made about scientific 

matters. For example, we maintain that the earth is 

round even if some members of the Flat Earth Society 

believe differently. In other words, their thinking that 

the earth is flat does not make it so. Whether or not 

the world is round or flat is completely separate from 

their thoughts or beliefs. 

The externalist view contrasts sharply with a posi

tion we could call internalism. An internalist claims 

that the properties, qualities or values possessed by an 

artwork are constituted by the appraiser's psychological 

response to the artwork. According to the internalist, 

those properties are mind dependent. For example, some 

internalists might claim that an artwork possesses the 

property of sadness if that artwork evokes feelings of 

sadness or causes the observer to have a response that is 

similar to the one he would have had when confronted with 

a sad situation or individual. Whether or not the 

property of sadness is present is dependent upon the 

particular observer's response. Consequently, the same 

artwork could possess different properties for different 
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individuals depending on their emotional sensibilities. 

An externalist, by contrast, would claim that, while a 

sad response to the artwork is evidence that it might 

possess the property of sadness, the property of sadness 

itself is not constituted by the response. Contrary to 

the internalist, the externalist believes that the 

properties, qualities and values possessed by the artwork 

are independent of the evidence for their existence. The 

appraiser's feelings are no more capable of causing an 

artwork to possess a property than the Flat Earth 

Society's beliefs are capable of making the world flat. 

Another common internalist position is known as 

subjectivism. Subjectivism is commonly employed in 

determining the value of an artwork. Subjectivism about 

value claims that value is determined by an individual's 

contingent psychological state. For example, a subjec-

tivist might claim that the value of an object, action, 

practice or institution is determined by its ability to 

produce pleasure. According to such a view, "good" 

artworks would be those that produce feelings of pleasure 

in the listener or observer while "bad" artworks are 

those that produce discomfort or pain. The greater the 

pleasure, the better the artwork. Again, the externalist 

would say that, while the feelings of pleasure when 

viewing the artwork may be evidence that it is a good 

work, the feelings of pleasure themselves do not 
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cause the artwork to have value nor do those feelings 

constitute that value. Now, it is important to point out 

that internalists are not necessarily noncognitivists. 

For example, the subjectivist does not deny that our 

aesthetic evaluations are objective in the sense that 

aesthetic evaluations do have truth value. When a sub

jectivist claims that an artwork is good or bad, we can 

determine the truth of his statement simply by checking 

to see if he had the relevant feeling. For example, if 

the subjectivist claims that a certain artwork is good 

but feels miserable when viewing it, his aesthetic judg

ment is false. Whether or not the appraiser had the 

relevant feeling is a matter of objective fact. So the 

subjectivist accepts the first central premise of aes

thetic realism by embracing objectivity but rejects the 

second claim about externalism. 

Like antirealism, I plan to argue that an internalist 

view of aesthetic evaluation poses serious problems and 

should be rejected in favor of an externalist conception 

of aesthetic value. There are numerous reasons for this 

which will be discussed in detail in subsequent chapters, 

but I will offer a few examples here. For instance, with 

regards to subjectivism about value, it is clear that not 

everything that produces pleasure is good. Going out and 

getting "falling down" drunk might produce pleasure but 

it may also be destructive. The ax murderer might get 
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lots of pleasure out of killing people but certainly that 

would not prove that killing is good. If these pleasura

ble activities are not good, why should we assume that 

all and only artworks that produce pleasure are good? 

Furthermore, if we reject the idea that the Flat Earth 

Society's beliefs that the world is flat actually make it 

so, why should not we also reject the idea that aesthetic 

properties are constituted by beliefs, thoughts or feel

ings? How, on such a view, would we explain the fact 

that we discuss and deliberate about what properties, 

qualities or values an artwork possesses? What would 

be the point of such deliberation? For example, if 

the statement, "That artwork is good," simply meant, 

"I experienced pleasure when observing that artwork," 

what is there for us to deliberate about? Certainly we 

do not engage in such deliberation simply to convince the 

appraiser that he did not really feel pleasure! And how 

would we explain our belief that some people's aesthetic 

judgments are mistaken? What could be mistaken about the 

appraiser's feelings? Like antirealism, internalism is 

counterintuitive to the way we normally discuss and 

deliberate about artworks.' Consequently, we have good 

initial reason to reject both internalism and antirealism 

and to embrace both the externalist and objectivist 

tenets of aesthetic realism. 
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NOTES 

1. Mackie, Ethics; Inventing Right and Wrong, 15-49. 
Mackie provides a sophisticated presentation of such a 
view in his chapter entitled, "The Subjectivity of 
Values." 

2. Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundation of Ethics. 
Much of my discussion on coherentism and aesthetic real
ism is closely aligned with David Brink's discussion of 
similar matters in the above mentioned book. I am deeply 
indebted to Brink, not only for providing the model of 
coherentism upon which this work is largely based, but 
for his insightful and thought provoking discussion of 
the issues surrounding evaluative judgments and objectiv
ity which served as the impetus for this work. 

3. Ibid., 1-2. My discussion of first and second order 
issues is closely modeled after Brink's discussion of 
similar issues in ethics. 

4. Two of the most important noncognitivists of the 
twentieth century are A. J. Ayer and C. L Stevenson. See 
works by these authors cited in the bibliography. 

5. Brink, op. cit., 24-29- These claims and several that 
follow are similar to those made by Brink on the subject 
of morality. 

6. Ibid., 37-79. For a thorough discussion of internal
ism and externalism as it relates to morality see Brink's 
chapter entitled "Externalist Moral Realism." 

7. Ibid., 24-36. Brink has raised similar objections 
against noncognitivist theories in moral philosophy. 



CHAPTER II 

EARLY REALIST THEORIES 

Intuitionism 

As we have seen, there are many compelling reasons 

to presume in favor of a realist conception of aesthetic 

evaluation. However, this raises a troubling question. 

If there is so much presumptive evidence for aesthetic 

realism, why have antirealist positions been favored for 

the better part of the last century? Despite their 

initial appeal, many people have rejected realist posi

tions because certain aspects of these theories, which 

were believed to be required in order to ensure objectiv

ity, were thought implausible. Since they were unable to 

conceive of a realist theory that incorporated all the 

requirements and, at the same time, avoided all the 

implausible aspects, many felt that they had no choice 

but to reject realism altogether and adopt an antirealist 

approach to aesthetic evaluation. In the next section, 

we will examine in detail one of the most influential 

early realist positions known as intuitionism. While 

intuitionism was primarily used to address the question 

of objectivity and moral evaluation, its principles can 

be applied to aesthetic evaluation as well. As we will 

see in subsequent discussions, there are many parallels 
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between the two disciplines. We will examine the 

objections to intuitionism that ultimately led to the 

rejection of realism as well as two of the most prominent 

antirealist positions that resulted. 

How exactly did intuitionism come about and why was 

it thought to be the only way that a realist theory of 

moral or aesthetic value could be formulated? In order 

for a realist theory of any kind to ensure the objectivi

ty of statements made within a given discipline, it must 

provide an explanation of when we are justified in be

lieving those claims to be true. For example, aesthetic 

realism must explain when we are warranted in calling an 

artwork beautiful or ugly, original or trite, powerful or 

impassive. Similarly, moral realism must explain when we 

are justified in calling a person, action or practice 

good or bad, right or wrong, virtuous or vicious. If a 

theory were unable to provide such an explanation, we 

would be unable to determine whether or not the claims we 

make in either discipline are true or false. This would 

undermine the central foundational claim of realism, 

namely that claims made within a realist discipline are 

objective. Consequently, a realist theory, as a matter 

of necessity, must also be a theory of justification. 

How exactly are aesthetic or moral claims justified? 

What is required to guarantee the truth of such claims? 

It is commonly believed that, in order for a person to be 
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justified in holding a particular moral or aesthetic 

claim to be true, it must be inferred from other more 

general rules or principles. These more general rules or 

principles provide reasons for believing the initial 

claim to be true. In other words, they explain or justi

fy why we believe what we do. Of course, one must be 

equally justified in holding these more general princi

ples to be true. They, in turn, must also be inferred 

from still more general principles. For example, the 

claim that it is wrong for a street gang to beat up 

innocent people at random might be inferred from the more 

general rule that it is wrong to cause pointless and 

undeserved human suffering. This more general principle 

might be inferred from a rule utilitarian theory of 

ethics which states that the morally right action is the 

one that when generally practiced would maximize 

society's longterm overall happiness.^ Similarly, in 

aesthetics, an appraiser might justify the claim that a 

particular composer's symphony is a good work of art by 

appeal to a rule or principle that states that all good 

symphonies of a particular period contain certain ele

ments such as balance or complexity. The appraiser might 

further attempt to justify this claim by asserting that 

artworks that contain these elements all possess some 

unique property such as Clive Bell's "significant form."^ 

It may be further claimed that significant form is the 



21 

one single quality that underlies all good artworks. In 

these examples, specific claims are inferred from rules 

that concern a class of objects or actions. These, in 

turn, are inferred from principles which attempt to 

explain, in more general terms, particular rules and 

judgments. 

Of course, a problem with this theory of justi

fication as it stands is that it suggests that the 

justification process goes on indefinitely. Since every 

justificatory principle itself must be justified in the 

same way as the one that preceded it, it involves a 

vicious regress. The early realists realized that it 

would be impossible for a person to hold an infinite 

number of justified beliefs. With such a never-ending 

process, it would be impossible to determine the truth of 

our moral or aesthetic claims. In order to devise a more 

plausible theory of justification, the justificatory 

process would, at some point, have to come to a halt. 

This left them with a choice between two remaining formu

lations of a theory of justification: (1) foundationalism 

or (2) an approach to justification that I will call the 

Inferential Theory. A foundationalist theory of justifi

cation claims that all justified beliefs are ultimately 

inferred from a relatively small group of foundational 

beliefs. Foundational beliefs are thought to be 

self-justifying. Consequently, they do not need to be 
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subject to the justification process that other beliefs 

do. Their truth is self evident. For example, a common

ly cited foundational belief is the claim that murder is 

wrong. Foundationalists believe that all justified 

beliefs are either foundational in nature or are in

ferred, sometimes through long linear chains, from 

foundational beliefs. Of course, the advantage of foim-

dationalism is that it stops the vicious regress. When 

the justificatory process reaches the foundational be

lief, no further justification is needed. 

The inferential theory, like foundationalism, also 

solves the problem of vicious regress, although in a 

different way- Rather than have the inferential chains 

of justification proceed in a linear manner ultimately 

ending with a foundational belief. Brink makes the fol

lowing observation: 

[The inferential theory] avoids a regress 
because it allows justificatory chains to loop 
back upon themselves. One's belief p is justi
fied by one's belief q, which is justified by 
one's belief r, which is justified ultimately, 
at least in part by one's belief p.^ 

A belief is justified if it coheres with the other be

liefs sufficiently to form a complete circle. Notice 

that with an inferential theory of justification, all 

beliefs are ultimately justified by inference while with 

a foundationalist approach, some beliefs, namely founda

tional beliefs, are not justified by inference. 
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While both foundationalist and inferential theories 

appear to solve the problem of vicious regress, the early 

realists felt there were still serious problems with the 

inferential theory. By allowing the inferential chains 

of justification to loop back on themselves, critics 

claimed that the inferential theory "succeeds only in 

trading vicious regress...for vicious circularity."^ 

Such a theory, it was claimed, would allow a person to 

"prove" virtually anything. How could truth be guaran

teed if all of the beliefs within the justificatory 

circle depended upon each other for justification? It 

was claimed that such a theory could only guarantee that 

the beliefs of the individual in question were consistent 

with each other. It could not guarantee that those 

beliefs were consistent with the objective external 

facts. Foundationalism, on the other hand, would provide 

a guarantee of truth. Since the truth of foundational 

beliefs are self-evident, the truth of any belief that 

could be shown to be inferred from them would be guaran

teed. Consequently, foundationalism and foundationalism 

alone, would be able to meet the requirements for realism 

by guaranteeing both truth and objectivity. Thus, the 

early realists concluded that any realist theory of moral 

or aesthetic evaluation would have to, as a matter of 

necessity, have foundationalism as its core component. 
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Of course, one of the difficulties at the heart of a 

foundationalist theory of aesthetic or moral evaluation 

is figuring out what these self-justifying or self-

evident foundational beliefs are, and how other beliefs 

can be properly inferred from them. In order to address 

these questions, a prominent turn of the century 

philosopher by the name of G. E. Moore developed a very 

influential moral theory which later became known as 

intuitionism.^ An intuitionist theory of morality is 

comprised of four major claims. First of all, intuition-

ists subscribe to the two main tenets of realism that 

were discussed earlier--objectivity and externalism. 

Intuitionists believe in the existence of genuine moral 

facts and truths and claim that moral judgments literally 

describe properties possessed by certain people, actions, 

practices or institutions such as goodness, wickedness, 

virtue, evil, rightness or wrongness. This is similar to 

the aesthetic realist's claim that aesthetic judgments 

literally describe properties that artworks independently 

possess such as beauty, complexity or balance. In addi

tion, intuitionists also subscribe to foundationalism. 

The foundational claim at the heart of moral intuitionism 

is the belief that all moral people, actions, practices 

and institutions possess the property of goodness. As 

the name "intuitionism" suggests, the truth of such a 

foundational claim is simply known by intuition. The 
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foundational status of such a claim is self-evident to 

all rational and sensitive individuals. All other claims 

about morality can be inferred and, hence, justified by 

appeal to this foundational belief. The extent to which 

a particular person, action, practice or institution is 

moral is strictly in proportion to the degree to which it 

possesses the property of goodness and a lack of evil. 

The fourth major tenet of moral intuitionism is known 

as nonnaturalism. Nonnaturalism is the claim that moral 

facts and properties are sui generis. This means that 

moral facts and properties are of a unique type and are 

completely independent of or distinct from other types of 

facts and properties. One of the main differences be

tween moral facts and properties and other natural facts 

and properties is the way we come to know about and 

identify them. While natural facts and properties are 

usually discovered by normal modes of perception, Moore 

claimed that nonnatural facts and properties are known by 

intuition. But how exactly did Moore arrive at the 

conclusion that moral facts and properties are nonnatural 

facts and properties? As we said earlier, the founda

tional moral belief at the heart of intuitionism is the 

claim that all moral people, actions, practices and 

institutions possess the property of goodness. In order 

to determine whether a particular moral evaluation is 

true or false, we simply check to see whether and to what 
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extent the person or action in question possesses the 

property of goodness. But this raises a troubling ques

tion. How do we know whether or not something possesses 

the property of goodness? How is goodness defined? What 

properties or qualities must a person or action possess 

in order to be labeled good? 

During Moore's time, a nximber of philosophers at

tempted to define good by equating it with one or more 

properties such as pleasure. These philosophers were 

called ethical naturalists because they tried to define 

good in terms of other natural properties which good 

things frequently possess. The natural properties iden

tified were believed to define the very essence of good. 

In order to determine if the person or action in question 

was good, we would simply try to find out if it possessed 

the natural property or group of properties laid down in 

the definition. Since the natural properties which 

defined good were discoverable by normal modes of percep

tion, this proved to be a relatively easy task. But 

Moore felt that the ethical naturalists were seriously 

mistaken. His view is clearly s\immed up in the state

ment, "Everything is what it is and not another thing."' 

As we stated earlier, one of Moore's fundamental 

claims is that good is a non-natural property. Conse

quently, Moore claimed that those who attempted to define 

good in terms of some other natural property or set of 
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properties were committing a serious blunder which he 

called the Naturalistic Fallacy. To prove his point, 

Moore used his famous Open Question Argument. Moore 

claimed that if good were a definable natural property it 

would be tautologous, or true by definition, that certain 

things are good. For example, it is true by definition 

that a bachelor is an vmmarried adult human male. It 

would be contradictory to say that a certain uiunarried 

adult human male is not a bachelor. Similarly, if good 

actions were defined as those that produce pleasure, 

then it would be true by definition that all actions 

that produce pleasure are good. It would also be contra

dictory to say that a pleasure producing action was not 

good. But Moore points out that there are many actions 

which cause pleasure that are not good. As was mentioned 

earlier in our argument against internalism, certain 

actions such as getting drunk or stoned may cause pleas

ure and, at the same time, be destructive. Obviously, it 

is not true that all actions that produce pleasure are 

good. This brings us to the heart of the Open Question 

Argument. The mere fact that we can sensibly ask whether 

some pleasure producing action is good or not proves that 

pleasure is not the definition of good. If pleasure 

were the definition of good, the two terms should have 

identical meanings and should be able to be used inter

changeably in a sentence. Consequently, it would not 
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make sense to ask whether pleasure is good because it 

would be like asking whether pleasure is pleasure or good 

is good. The fact that we can intelligibly ask whether 

pleasure producing things are good demonstrates that 

pleasure does not mean the same thing as good. Moore 

claims that, since it is always an open question whether 

or not pleasure or any other natural property is good, 

this proves that good cannot be defined by any natural 

property. No matter what natural property or set of 

properties we think of, it is always an open question 

whether or not those properties are good. Since none of 

these properties are identical in meaning to the term 

"good," they cannot serve as definitions. 

Because there was no way to define good in terms of 

natural properties and still pass the scrutiny of the 

Open Question Argument, Moore concluded that "good" was 

an indefinable nonnatural property similar in nature to 

the color yellow. Moore claimed that there was no way to 

define "yellow." You could try to explain by pointing 

out that yellow is the color of bananas or sunflowers. 

But in doing so, you would only be identifying objects 

that possess the property of yellowness, not explaining 

what yellow actually is. Moore claimed that the same was 

true of "good." You can point to people, objects or 

practices that possess the property of goodness, but you 



29 

cannot actually define what that property is. Anj 

attempt at defining good will cause you to cooHBit the 

Naturalistic Fallacy. 

What exactly is it about the term "good" that makes 

it in^ossible to define? Moore felt that the primary 

reason "good" defied definition wais because it was a 

axmple rather than a complex notion. Definitions which 

describe the true nature of an object or property are 

only possible when the object or property in guestion is 

complex. A complex object or property is one that is 

composed of several identifiable sub-properties or quali

ties. For exaiiq;>le, Moore asks us to consider the tezm 

"horse." It is possible to name a closed set of natural 

properties which, when put together, provide a complete 

definition of "horse." For example, we might define a 

horse as a large, solid-hoofed quadruped with a long 

tail, mane, muzzle, etc. Many of these individual 

properties can be broken down further into other sets of 

properties which define them. But Moore claims that when 

these properties are reduced to their simplest terms, no 

further definition is possible. Moore claims that "good" 

is one of these simple, unanalysable properties. It 

cannot be further broken down into parts. Consequently, 

it cannot be defined. 

If goodness is an indefinable, nonnatural property, 

how are we to identify objects, people, actions or 
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practices which are good? According to Moore, the 

goodness of such things is simply self-evident and just 

"seen" to be true. We learn to recognize goodness in 

much the same way that we learn to recognize colors. We 

know the color yellow when we see it even though we 

cannot define yellow. Moore claims that it is the same 

with goodness. We know good people or actions when we 

see them though we cannot define goodness. Of course, 

intuitionists maintain that nonnatural properties are not 

perceived by normal modes of perception like natural 

properties are. We cannot literally see goodness in the 

same way that we see a color or natural object. Goodness 

is simply recognized by intuition, a special faculty of 

perception possessed by sensitive observers. 

So intuitionism appears to meet all the requirements 

for realism. Foundationalism insures the objectivity of 

moral judgments by telling us when we are justified in 

believing moral claims to be true. A moral claim is 

justified if it can be inferred from a foundational claim 

whose truth is self-evident. The foxindational claim at 

the center of moral intuitionism is the claim that all 

moral people, actions, practices and institutions possess 

the property of goodness. Thus, the truth of a moral 

evaluation can be determined by examining whether or not 

the person or action in question actually possesses the 

property of goodness. For example, if someone were to 
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claim that a particular person or action was moral, yet 

it did not possess the property of goodness, the state

ment would be false. Additionally, the intuitionist's 

claim that good is an indefinable, nonnatural property 

which is recognized by intuition prevents the theory from 

being undermined by the Naturalistic Fallacy and, at 

the same time, ensures externalism. As stated in our 

previous discussion, internalists claim that moral or 

aesthetic properties are constituted by some facet of 

the observer's psychological state. For example, good 

actions were defined as those capable of producing pleas

ure. But the intuitionists argue that equating pleasure 

or any other psychological state with goodness violates 

the Open Question Argument because it is always possible 

to intelligibly ask whether any such psychological state 

is good. Consequently, early realists believed that 

intuitionism alone was the only theory capable of meeting 

all requirements for realism. 

Up to this point, we have examined how intuitionism 

applies to moral evaluation. But how does such a theory 

apply to the evaluation of artworks? Clive Bell, an 

early twentieth century contemporary of G. E. Moore, was 

a strong advocate of intuitionism in his 1914 article 

entitled, "Art as Significant Form; The Aesthetic 

Hypothesis."® While this article proposes a theory for 

determining what constitutes art, an intuitionist theory 
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of aesthetic evaluation can be inferred from it as well. 

The foundational belief at the center of Bell's theory of 

art is the claim that all genuine works of art possess 

the property of "significant form." Like "goodness," 

Bell felt that significant form was an unanalyzable, 

indefinable property. Though combinations of elements 

such as line, color, rhythm, harmony and complexity were 

thought to contribute to significant form. Bell claimed 

that it was impossible to enumerate all of the qualities 

or properties which would guarantee the presence of 

significant form in every case. Consequently, signifi

cant form was thought to be indefinable. If significant 

form is indefinable, how are we to know when it is 

present? Bell claimed that its presence could be detect

ed only by examining the artwork to see if it caused 

"aesthetic emotion" in the appraiser. Aesthetic emotion 

was thought to be a sign of significant form. Bell 

claimed that aesthetic emotion was not something that 

could be described to anyone who has not experienced 

it. Sensitive appraisers simply recognize the emotion 

by intuition much in the same way that a moral agent 

recognizes good people or actions by intuition. People 

capable of feeling aesthetic emotion were said to have 

"taste." 

Intuitionists also maintain that many of the evalua

tive aesthetic properties that we apply to artworks are 
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indefinable, unanalyzable properties recognized by 

intuition. For example, artworks, possessing the proper

ty of significant form, are thought to possess goodness 

in much the same way that good people or actions do. We 

can determine the truth of statement claiming that a 

particular artwork is good simply by examining it to see 

if it possesses the relevant property- The same is true 

for properties such as beauty or gracefulness. Like 

"good," these properties were thought to be simple, 

indefinable properties. Intuitionists claim that it is 

impossible to enumerate a set of features which would 

entail one of these ascriptions in every case. For 

example, graceful works of art frequently have smooth, 

flowing lines. However, there are some works of art that 

have smooth flowing lines that are not graceful. Similar 

problems are encountered with virtually any other defini

tion given. Furthermore, each definition falls prey to 

the Open Question Argument because it is always possible 

to sensibly ask whether the properties cited are grace

ful. Consequently, intuitionists concluded that such 

terms were not capable of definition and could be recog

nized only by intuition. 

Arqvunents Against Intuitionism 

If there is such compelling initial reason to presxime 

in favor of realism and intuitionism is capable of incor

porating all of the requirements, why was it rejected in 
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favor of antirealist positions? In this section, we will 

examine some of the primary objections to intuitionism. 

One of the main critics of Moore's intuitionist theory 

was an antirealist philosopher by the name of A. J. 

Ayer.^ Ayer's primary criticism was that intuitionism 

made it virtually impossible to verify or test the valid

ity of moral or aesthetic judgments. Since the rightness 

or wrongness of an action is dependent on whether and to 

what extent that action possesses the property of good

ness, and goodness is recognized by intuition, one person 

could claim to "know" by intuition that the action in 

question is good while another could claim to "know" that 

it is bad. Intuitionism provides us no way to resolve 

this dispute. Similarly, in aesthetics, one person could 

claim to "know" that a particular artwork is beautiful 

while another could claim to "know" that the same artwork 

is ugly. Though the intuitionist could claim that, in 

theory, one of the critics is wrong about the objective 

facts, it would be impossible to prove which critic is 

wrong. 

Ayer claims that these sorts of conflicts contrast 

sharply with disagreements found in other more tradition

al realist disciplines such as the natural sciences. For 

example, disagreements over scientific matters can be 

resolved by conducting a series of experiments. The 

results of these experiments can be seen through 
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observation. With moral or aesthetic judgments, on the 

other hand, Ayer claimed there is no such "experiment" 

to resolve conflicting evaluations. Of course, it is 

important to point out that Ayer's criticisms do not 

successfully prove that aesthetic or moral judgments are 

incapable of being objectively true or false. It simply 

shows that it is difficult, if not impossible to 

deterxnine if they are on intuitionist assiimptions. 

Consequently, these criticisms do not successfully under

mine realism because they do not in themselves undermine 

objectivity- They simply make intuitionism appear 

implausible or "mysterious." Furthermore, it is impor

tant to recognize that it is sometimes difficult to 

conclusively prove the truth of judgments in the more 

traditional realist disciplines such as the sciences. 

For example, there is no way we could ever confirm what 

the origins of the universe are. But that does not mean 

the solar system did not have a beginning.•'•̂  Certainly, 

we would not want to say that our inability to make such 

a confirmation proves that the origins of the xiniverse is 

an entirely subjective matter! Similarly, we should not 

automatically conclude that moral or aesthetic judgments 

are subjective simply because we have not yet discovered 

a way to conclusively prove their validity. Finally, 

Ayer does not provide us with any compelling reason why 

we should presume that methods of inquiry in ethics or 
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aesthetics need be identical with those in the sciences. 

In order for this argument to succeed, he would have to 

show that the differences in question actually \indermine 

the possibility of objectivity in ethics or aesthetics. 

As was demonstrated in the above example, the difference 

cited neither disproved the objectivity of aesthetic and 

moral judgments nor ensured the objectivity of judgments 

in other realist disciplines. 

In addition to Ayer's criticisms, there are several 

other arguments frequently raised by critics of intui

tionism that are along similar lines. The first is the 

claim that intuitionism would require the moral agent or 

artistic appraiser to possess a special moral or aesthet

ic perceptual faculty in order to determine the validity 

of the judgment in question. This argument is derived 

from a comparison of moral foundationalism with nonmoral 

foundationalism. Critics concluded that, because nonmor

al foundational beliefs are perceptual beliefs, moral 

foiindational beliefs would also have to be perceptual. 

But Moore claimed that unanalyzable, nonmoral properties 

such as "good" could not be perceived by normal modes of 

perception such as sight or hearing. Consequently, 

critics concluded that some special sensory organ would 

be required. Since we do not appear to have any special 

sensory organs that are unaccounted for, critics conclud

ed that intuitionism must be false. 

file:///indermine


37 

How successful are these argximents in undermining 

intuitionism and, more generally, moral and aesthetic 

realism? Like Ayer's argument, which contrasted moral 

and aesthetic realism with other realist disciplines, the 

core of this argument rests on a comparison between moral 

and nonmoral foiuidationalism. The critics conclude that, 

because nonmoral foundational beliefs are primarily 

perceptual beliefs, moral and aesthetic foundational 

beliefs must also be perceptual.-̂ -̂  But as was argued 

earlier, the critics of intuitionism provide no compel

ling reason to assume this. And, in order to make the 

link to objectivity, critics of intuitionism would have 

to show that nonperceptual foundational beliefs undermine 

the objectivity of moral or aesthetic judgments. The 

only way to prove this would be to demonstrate that the 

nonperceptual nature of foundational beliefs vmdermined 

their infallibility and, consequently, their guarantee of 

truth. 

Despite the fact that the perceptual status of moral 

and aesthetic foundational beliefs is not clearly rele

vant to their objectivity, some critics have dismissed 

intuitionism on the grounds that the special sensory 

faculty required to "perceive" them is simply implausi

ble. Such critics presume that this special perceptual 

faculty would have to be the fvmction of some special 

sensory organ such as an extra eyeball or eardrum. 
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Certainly the existence of such an organ is highly 

implausible. But is there any reason to assume that the 

special faculty required to "see" goodness, significant 

form or beauty requires a special organ? For example, 

why could not a special sensory faculty required to 

detect significant form in artworks simply be the ability 

to recognize certain principles and concepts within the 

work that are made up of perceptual elements such as 

color, line or pitch? The ability to recognize these 

concepts would not require any special sensory organ but 

would, in fact, make use of normal perceptual and cogni

tive capabilities. Similarly, why could not the special 

moral faculty simply be the ability to recognize and 

apply certain moral concepts and principles? In either 

case, it is not clear that a special sensory faculty 

would require the existence of an extra sensory organ. 

Another common objection to intuitionism and, moral 

or aesthetic realism generally, is frequently referred to 

as the argument from disagreement. Proponents of this 

argument attempt to undermine the objectivity of moral 

and aesthetic judgments by citing the fact that we fre

quently hold conflicting moral or aesthetic views.^^ If 

there was such a thing as objective moral or aesthetic 

truths, we would not disagree. Such an argument is 

thought to create a particularly embarrassing problem for 
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intuitionism. If foundational moral or aesthetic beliefs 

are guaranteed to be true, how can these contradictions 

be explained? 

How successful is the argument from disagreement in 

undermining intuitionism? Like the previous objections, 

this argument, upon closer examination, is less compel

ling that it initially appears. The primary reason for 

this is because the argument fails to show that all 

conflicting moral and aesthetic beliefs are conflicting 

foundational moral and aesthetic beliefs.^^ It is en

tirely possible that the reason people hold conflicting 

moral or aesthetic beliefs is because they have improper

ly inferred those beliefs from shared foundational 

beliefs. Intuitionists argue that, if conflicting moral 

and aesthetic beliefs were subject to a thorough dialec

tical investigation, errors in the linear chains of 

inference would be uncovered. Since relatively few of 

the moral or aesthetic beliefs we hold are infallible 

foundational beliefs, most disagreement could at least in 

principle, be accounted for by inferential errors. 

Furthermore, as Brink has pointed out, disagreement also 

occurs in other more traditional realist disciplines such 

as the natural sciences.•'•'̂  We do not automatically 

conclude that, because such disagreement exists, the 

natural sciences are incapable of being objective. Of 

course, antirealists contend that there is much more 
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convergence of opinion in the natural sciences than there 

is in ethics or aesthetics. People seem to disagree far 

more often about moral or aesthetic judgments than they 

do about scientific matters. Additionally, there appears 

to be clear evidence of continued scientific progress. 

However, defenders of moral and aesthetic realism main

tain there are several factors that can explain these 

differences. For example, the progress and convergence 

in the natural sciences can be attributed to the fact 

that far more time and resources are devoted to scientif

ic investigation and study than are allocated for similar 

inquiry in ethics or the arts. If ethics and aesthetics 

were subject to the same level of dialectical investiga

tion, there would be more convergence and progress. 

Furthermore, it is not clear that there is no convergence 

of opinion in ethics or aesthetics. For example, most 

people agree that murder, stealing, lying, cheating and 

kidnaping are wrong. Similarly, most people agree that 

the works of Mozart and Beethoven are major monuments in 

the history of Western music. Of course, there is still 

disagreement over difficult cases. But there is disa

greement over hard cases in the natural sciences too. So 

it is not clear that the argument from disagreement is 

capable of undermining either intuitionism or moral or 

aesthetic realism. 
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Brink's Argument Against Foundationalism 

Up to this point, the arguments we have seen have not 

significantly undermined intuitionism. At best, they 

have simply made the theory seem strange and mysterious. 

However, there is one very powerful argument by David 

Brink that provides compelling reasons to abandon intui

tionism. Brink ultimately argues that objections against 

inferential theories are uncompelling. 

What exactly is Brink's argument against intuition

ism? Brink's criticism centers around the claim that 

foundationalism alone is capable of providing the neces

sary justification to guarantee the objectivity of moral 

and aesthetic judgments and, at the same time, avoid 

vicious regress and circularity. As was mentioned 

earlier, in order to guarantee objectivity, a realist 

theory must tell us when we are justified in believing a 

particular claim to be true. This is generally accom

plished by inferring specific moral or aesthetic judg

ments from more general rules or principles which provide 

us with reasons for believing the truth of our initial 

claims. Since our more general rules and principles also 

had to be justified, this created the problem of vicious 

regress because the justificatory process would continue 

indefinitely. In order to stop the vicious regress, two 

theories were proposed--foundationalism and the inferen

tial theory. The inferential theory stopped the vicious 
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regress by allowing the inferential justificatory chains 

to loop back on themselves creating a justificatory 

circle. This theory was rejected because it traded 

vicious regress for vicious circularity. Foundational

ism, on the other hand, terminated the justification 

process with self-justifying foundational beliefs. 

Consequently, it was believed to be the only theory that 

could successfully avoid both the vicious regress and 

vicious circularity. 

Brink, however, argues that foundationalism is no 

less susceptible to vicious circularity than the inferen

tial theory. In order to be justified in holding a 

belief, one must have a reason for believing it to be 

true. This was the reason why specific moral or aesthet

ic claims were inferred from more general rules or 

principles. These more general rules and principles 

provide reasons which explain why we believe what we do. 

For example, the rule that it is wrong to cause pointless 

and undeserved human suffering explains why we believe it 

is wrong for a street gang to randomly attack innocent 

people. Foundationalism claims that all moral and aes

thetic judgments are inferred, and hence, justified by 

inference from self-justifying foundational beliefs. But 

Brink claims that no belief can be self-justifying 
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because the belief itself cannot, at the same time, 

provide the reason for believing it to be true. He 

states: 

In order to be justified in holding one's 
belief p, one must have a reason to hold p 
true. But p is a first-order belief that such 
and such is the case and, as such, cannot 
contain the reason for thinking p is 
true....Foundationalism's commitment to self 
justifying beliefs is actually the limiting 
case of circular reasoning...since no belief 
about the world can also be ths reason for 
thinking that belief is true.^^ 

In other words, the foundational belief cannot justify 

itself. Reasons for believing a claim to be true must be 

separate from the claim itself. Consequently, Brink 

claims that self-justifying foundational beliefs are 

just as circular as the justificatory circles of the 

inferential theory. They produce the smallest justifica

tory circle possible because the justification for a 

foundational belief is inferred from itself. Since 

foundational beliefs cannot be justified, no belief 

inferred from them can be justified. Consequently, any 

realist theory, including intuitionism, which incorpo

rates foundationalism as its theory of justification 

fails. Even though antirealists rejected intuitionism on 

far more dubious grounds. Brink's argximents demonstrates 

that this rejection was ultimately justified. 
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CHAPTER III 

ANTIREALISM 

Ayer's Theory 

Because of the difficulties encountered in formulating 

a realist theory of aesthetic or moral evaluation that 

successfully incorporated the justificatory requirements, 

many people became convinced that moral and aesthetic 

realism were misguided and abandoned realism for anti-

realist positions. As we mentioned in Chapter I, 

antirealist positions all share a central premise--they 

deny the objectivity of aesthetic or moral evaluation. 

Antirealists claim that terms such as "beautiful," 

"graceful," "dynamic," "good," "bad," "right," or "wrong" 

do not refer to real properties of artworks, objects, 

people, actions or institutions but are used to express 

the appraiser's feelings of approval or disapproval and 

to recommend or prescribe that others adopt their views. 

Traditional antirealists believe that moral and aesthetic 

judgments are primarily expressive and prescriptive 

rather than descriptive of properties. 

In this chapter, we will examine one of the most 

prominent antirealist positions that evolved as a result 

of the difficulties with foundationalism. Based upon a 

general approach called logical positivism, this theory 

was developed by A. J. Ayer.-'- Ayer's criticisms against 

45 
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intuitionism were discussed in the previous chapter and 

while Ayer's theory primarily addresses the subject of 

moral evaluation, he maintains that all his claims can be 

applied, mutatis mutandis, to aesthetic evaluation as 

well. Like Moore, Ayer rejected both naturalism and 

subjectivism on the grounds that neither theory could 

pass the scrutiny of the Open Question Argument. But 

rather than subscribe to intuitionism, he chose a much 

more radical position. While Ayer agreed with Moore that 

ethical and aesthetic terms such as "good," "bad," 

"beautiful," or "graceful" were unanalyzable, he denied 

that such terms represented indefinable, nonnatural 

properties known only by intuition. 

As was suggested in his criticisms of intuitionism, 

Ayer and other advocates of logical positivism were 

strong proponents of the verificationist principle. 

Verificationists claim that statements are capable of 

being objectively true or false if and only if they are 

either analytic or empirically verifiable. A statement 

is analytic if it can be verified or falsified by appeal 

to the definitions of the terms used within the sentence. 

If the object or action being described has a meaning 

that is identical to or contains the predicate describing 

it, the statement is true by definition. If not, the 

astatement is false. For example, the claim, "All bache

lors are unmarried adult human males," is true by 
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definition because the meaning of the term "bachelor" is 

identical with "unmarried human male." It would be a 

contradiction to say that an unmarried human male is not 

a bachelor. On the other hand, Ayer (like Moore) would 

claim that the statement, "Good actions are those which 

produce pleasure," is false because the meaning of the 

terms "good" and "pleasure" are not identical. It is not 

a contradiction to ask whether pleasure producing things 

are good. This was Moore's primary argument against the 

naturalists. Moore used the Open Question Argument to 

prove that there were no moral or aesthetic judgments 

that are analytic. 

According to Ayer, other statements capable of being 

true or false can be verified or falsified by empirical 

observation. We can determine the validity of these 

statements by the use of our physical senses. For exam

ple, if someone were to say, "The sky is falling," I 

could verify the truth of that statement by going outside 

to see for myself whether or not the statement is accu

rate. Similarly, the truth of statements about past 

events can be verified by interviewing witnesses. If 

someone claimed that Martians landed in my backyard 

yesterday afternoon, I could verify the truth of this 

statement by asking the neighbors or looking for other 

signs of physical evidence. While the existence of 

most natural properties can be confirmed by empirical 
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observation, Ayer noted that so-called "nonnatural" 

properties cannot be verified in this way. Since the 

Open Question argument ruled out the only other alterna

tive, Ayer concluded that moral and aesthetic concepts 

were unanalyzable because there was no way to test the 

validity of the statements in which they occur. Since 

moral or aesthetic judgments are incapable of being 

analytic or empirically verified, Ayer concluded that 

moral and aesthetic judgments could not be objectively 

true or false, right or wrong. So Ayer rejects the first 

major tenet of realism on the grounds of the verifica

tionist theory. 

Because moral and aesthetic terms do not refer to 

anything that is empirically observable, Ayer concluded 

that these terms merely represent pseudo-concepts. 

Though they appear to describe actual properties pos

sessed by artworks, people, practices, or institutions, 

Ayer claims that, in actuality, no such properties exist. 

Consequently, aesthetic and moral predicates are essen

tially empty terms that add no significant factual 

information to the sentences in which they are used. 

He states: 

The presence of an ethical symbol in a 
proposition adds nothing to its factual con
tent. Thus if I were to say to someone, "You 
acted wrongly in stealing that money," I am not 
stating anything more than i* I had simply 
said, "You stole the money.^ 
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In the above sentence, Ayer claims that the term "wrong" 

does not, in any way, describe or refer to the action of 

stealing money. It is essentially a "fake" predicate 

that can be dispensed with without changing the meaning 

of the sentence. Unlike genuine predicates, moral and 

aesthetic predicates do not affirm the qualities, at

tributes or properties of people, actions or things. 

If moral and aesthetic predicates are nothing more 

than pseudo-concepts that tell us nothing about the 

object or action in question, why do we bother to use 

them? Ayer claims the purpose of these terms is primari

ly "emotive." Such terms are used to express the 

speaker's feelings about the particular artwork, person, 

action or practice in question. For example, with re

gards to the statement, "You acted wrongly in stealing 

the money," Ayer says: 

In adding that this action is wrong I am 
not making any further statement about it. I 
am simply evincing my moral disapproval of it. 
It is as if I had said, "You stole the money," 
in a peculiar tone of horror, or written it 
with the addition of some special kind of 
exclamation marks. The tone or the exclamation 
marks adds nothing to the literal meaning of 
the sentence. It merely serves to show that 
the expression of it is attended by certain 
feelings in the speaker.^ 

In addition to their emotive function, Ayer claims that 

moral and aesthetic terms have other purposes as well--

they arouse feeling, stimulate people to action and 

persuade others to adopt a particular view. For example. 
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many sentences containing moral terms have a tendency to 

sound like a command. If I say to a friend who is about 

to hold up the corner grocery store, "Stealing is wrong!" 

my remarks could be understood not only as an expression 

of my disapproval of stealing but also as a command that 

he refrain from stealing as well. In such a case, I am 

not merely voicing my own personal opinions about steal

ing but am trying to convince those to whom my comments 

are directed to adopt my views and take a different 

course of action. Similarly, statements about artworks 

typically contain subtle prescriptive elements as well. 

Frequently, when we tell others that an artwork is 

"beautiful," "graceful," or "delicate" we are not only 

expressing our personal reaction to the artwork but are 

trying to convince them to agree with us (or to encourage 

their attention to it). 

However, Ayer's theory raises a puzzling question. 

If the purpose of moral and aesthetic terms is primarily 

emotive and prescriptive, why are there so many different 

terms to express or prescribe the same thing? For exam

ple, the terms "beautiful," "graceful," "pretty," or 

"gorgeous" could all be used to indicate a positive 

response to an artwork. Similarly, the terms "evil," 

"wicked," and "cruel" could all be used to indicate 

feelings of moral disapproval. Why would the appraiser 

choose one term over the other? 
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According to Ayer, the term we choose to use is 

determined by the degree of approval or disapproval the 

speaker feels. For example, the term "heinous" has a 

much stronger feeling of disapproval than the term 

"wrong." We would not generally call minor offenses, 

such as speeding on the highway or parking illegally, 

heinous crimes. Similarly, the term "gorgeous" has a 

much stronger feeling of approval than the term "pretty." 

The stronger term is reserved for those artworks to which 

we have an \inusually powerful positive reaction. In 

addition, the strength of the term we use may depend on 

the primary purpose of the discourse. If the principal 

goal of my discussion is to convince another person, who 

holds radically different opinions from my own, to adopt 

my views, I may choose to use terms that contain much 

more emotional force than the terms I might use when 

simply exchanging ideas. So the moral or aesthetic term 

used depends upon the strength of the appraiser's or 

moral agent's feelings and the primary focus of the 

discussion. 

Because ethical and aesthetic terms are used primari

ly to express feelings, Ayer claims that the sentences in 

which they occur do not make any genuine statement of 

fact. For example, when I say, "Stealing is wrong," I am 

not literally claiming that the act of stealing possesses 

the property of wrongness. I am simply expressing my 

file:///inusually
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personal disapproval of stealing. Similarly, when I 

claim that an artwork is beautiful, graceful, or deli

cate, I am not claiming that it literally possesses those 

properties. I am simply expressing my personal approval 

of it. According to Ayer, moral and aesthetic terms have 

the same relationship to artworks, objects, people, 

actions or practices as the term "ouch" has to pain or 

"hooray!" has to a winning basketball teeun. Such terms 

express our feelings about pain or basketball but do not 

assert that they possess any property or quality. Since 

statements containing moral or aesthetic terms make no 

assertion of fact, Ayer concludes that such statements 

cannot be objectively right or wrong, true or false. 

Because Ayer's theory links aesthetic and ethical 

terms with expression of feeling, some people have argued 

that it is vulnerable to the same criticisms as subjec

tivist theories. But Ayer maintains there is a very 

important distinction between the two that makes his 

theory immune to those objections. While subjectivists 

maintain that ethical and aesthetic judgments are capable 

of being true or false, Ayer's theory denies this claim. 

As we discussed previously, subjectivists claim that the 

rightness or wrongness of an action is determined by the 

moral appraiser's psychological state, his feelings of 

approval or disapproval. Actions deemed "good" are those 

which are approved of by the appraiser while "bad" 
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actions are those which are disapproved of. Another 

common form of subjectivism equates value with the abili

ty to produce pleasure in the appraiser. For example, 

"good" artworks are those that cause a pleasurable re

sponse in the appraiser, while "bad" artworks are those 

which cause pain or discomfort. According to the subjec

tivist, an object or action possesses the property of 

goodness if it has the ability to produce the specified 

response in the appraiser. In either case, the truth of 

statements made is determined by checking to see if the 

feelings of the appraiser correspond with the moral and 

aesthetic terms used in the sentence. As long as the 

moral or aesthetic terms correspond with the appraiser's 

actual sentiments, the statement is true. If they dif

fer, the statement is false. For example, if I say that 

capital punishment is wrong but actually approve of it, 

my statement is false. Similarly, if I say that a cer

tain artwork is good but feel discomfort when viewing it, 

my statement is false. Whether or not the appraiser has 

the relevant feeling is a matter of objective fact. 

Consequently, moral and aesthetic judgments are capable 

of being objectively true or false. 

Of course, one of the primary objections to subjec

tivism is that it fails to successfully pass the test of 

the Open Question Argument. According to the subjectiv

ists, good is constituted by a particular psychological 
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response in the appraiser or moral agent such as feelings 

of approval or pleasure. However, it is always an open 

question whether any particular thing that the person 

approves is good. In fact, we can think of numerous 

cases in which actions or objects that are approved of or 

produce pleasure are not good. For example, slavery and 

wife beating were once widely approved of (and are still 

approved by some) in this country. But certainly we 

would not want to say that such practices are therefore 

good. The fact that we can always intelligibly ask 

whether things that are approved of or produce pleasure 

are good demonstrates that these things cannot be the 

definition of good. Consequently, the psychological 

response of the appraiser cannot be used to prove or 

disprove the truth of moral or aesthetic judgments. 

Ayer's position contrasts sharply with subjectivism 

in that it makes no such claim about the connection 

between the appraiser's or moral agent's feelings and the 

truth of the statement in question. Since Ayer denies 

that the property of "goodness" is constituted and/or 

defined by the psychological response of the appraiser or 

moral agent, the Open Question Argument is inapplicable 

to his theory. The Open Question Argument was designed 

to address the problem of defining moral or aesthetic 

properties. Since Ayer denies the existence of moral 

and aesthetic properties altogether and since he denies 
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that value attributions can be true or false at all, 

he is immune from arguments which center around their 

definition or the question of their truth. Though the 

psychological response of the appraiser or moral agent 

figures prominently in both Ayer's theory and that of the 

subjectivists, Ayer maintains that the primary difference 

between the two is the distinction between expression and 

assertion of feeling. Subjectivists claim that moral and 

aesthetic judgments assert the existence of a certain 

feeling within the appraiser or moral agent and, conse

quently, the existence of a moral or aesthetic property. 

They further maintain that the existence of that feeling 

can be empirically verified. For example, when an ob

server claims that an artwork is good he is asserting 

that he had a particular response to that artwork such as 

feelings of pleasure. The presence of feeling in turn is 

itself a matter of fact--it is either true or false that 

the observer felt pleasure. Ayer's theory, on the other 

hand, claims that moral and aesthetic statements merely 

express the speaker's feelings about an object or action. 

Consequently, they make no assertion at all. There is no 

connection between the expression of the appraiser's 

feelings and the existence of moral and aesthetic proper

ties or the truth or falsehood of moral and aesthetic 

judgments. 
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Though Ayer denies that moral and aesthetic judgments 

make assertions of fact, he does acknowledge that the 

distinction between expression and assertion can some

times be a bit confusing. For example, if I say, "I'm 

thrilled!" I am both expressing and asserting my feelings 

simultaneously. However, Ayer claims it is not necessary 

to assert a feeling in order to express it. For example, 

rather than saying, "I'm thrilled!" I could express this 

feeling by jumping up and down excitedly, clapping my 

hands and yelling, "Yippee!" In such a case, no asser

tion is made. Ayer claims that statements about moral 

and aesthetic value are of this type. The moral and 

aesthetic terms used merely express, rather than assert, 

the feelings of the agent or appraiser toward the artwork 

or action in question. Furtheinnore, there is no connec

tion between the feelings expressed and the presence of a 

moral or aesthetic property. 

Though Ayer's theory survives the criticisms raised 

against the subjectivists, his claim that moral and 

aesthetic judgments merely express feelings raises a 

puzzling question. How, according to such a theory, are 

we to understand disputes over questions of value? Would 

not such arguments be unintelligible? For example, if 

one person says, "Capital punishment is wrong," and 

another says, "Capital punishment is just," neither 

party has contradicted the other. They have simply 
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expressed opposing feelings about the subject of capital 

pimishment. If moral and aesthetic judgments are simply 

expressions of feeling, why do we bother to argue about 

them as though there were a right answer? 

Ayer counters this objection by claiming that, though 

disputes over moral and aesthetic judgments appear to be 

about questions of value, they are actually disputes over 

the facts surrounding the object or action in question. 

When we challenge another person's opinion, we frequently 

point out certain facts which we think he may have over

looked. We try to convince him to reexamine the facts in 

hopes that he will feel as we do about the object or 

issue in question. The assumption which underlies such a 

practice is a strong tendency toward ethnocentricity. We 

frequently assume that our opponents share the same moral 

and aesthetic attitudes as we do. Ayer claims that those 

with similar cultural, educational and socioeconomic 

backgrounds tend to share similar feelings about certain 

factual situations. We hope that if our opponent sees 

the facts in the same way we do, he will share our feel

ings. For example, if people within a given society 

generally have certain feelings towards a particular type 

of action, they can reasonably expect others within that 

society to adopt that attitude if it can be proven that 

the action in question is of that type. Whether or not 

the action being discussed belongs in the specified 
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category is a matter of objective fact. So moral and 

aesthetic arguments between members of a given society or 

culture are disagreements about facts rather than feel

ings. 

By insisting that moral and aesthetic principles 

within a given society be applied consistently, Ayer 

claims we make disagreements over moral and aesthetic 

matters within that society intelligible. In addition, 

Ayer claims his theory explains why it is sometimes 

impossible to convince our opponent to adopt our views 

even if he agrees with us about the objective facts. 

People raised in different societies or cultures have 

different attitudes or feelings towards certain factual 

situations. Consequently, though we agree about the 

objective facts, we may still disagree in attitude. In 

such cases, Ayer claims it would be pointless to argue 

any further because it is impossible to prove that our 

own system of moral or aesthetic principles is superior. 

Since no moral or aesthetic belief can be empirically 

verified, it cannot be objectively proven that any one 

system of moral or aesthetic beliefs is true or false, 

right or wrong. Consequently, we have no objective basis 

for claiming that our own system is better than the one 

held by our opponent nor any grounds for insisting that 

people outside of our society or culture adopt our atti

tudes . 
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Objections to Ayer's Theory 

How do antirealist theories fare in comparison to 

competing realist views? Does Ayer's position provide 

a less problematic account of moral and aesthetic 

evaluation than the intuitionist theory he so strongly 

criticized? Though Ayer's theory successfully avoids the 

objections raised against intuitionism, subjectivism and 

naturalism it, nevertheless, succumbs to a number of 

serious problems of its own. As we will see in the next 

chapter, many of these criticisms can be applied to other 

antirealist positions as well. 

What exactly are the objections to Ayer's theory? 

The first criticism centers around the verificationist 

principle. The verificationist principle was the compo

nent of Ayer's theory that allowed him to reject the 

first central tenet of realism, namely that moral and 

aesthetic judgments are capable of being objective. As 

was mentioned earlier, verificationists claim that, in 

order for a statement to be objectively true or false, it 

must be either analytic or empirically verifiable. 

Interestingly, Ayer relied on intuitionist arguments to 

establish that moral and aesthetic judgments were incapa

ble of meeting either requirement. Moore's Open Question 

Argument clearly established that there were no analytic 

moral and aesthetic judgments. In addition, the 

intuitionist's claim that moral and aesthetic properties 
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are indefinable nonnatural properties incapable of being 

perceived by normal modes of perception established that 

moral and aesthetic judgments could not be verified by 

empirical observation. Based on these two arguments, 

Ayer concluded that moral and aesthetic judgments could 

not be objectively true or false. 

The problem with this reasoning is that the veri

ficationist principle itself cannot be proven to be 

objectively true according to its own criteria. The 

claim that all statements capable of being objectively 

true or false must be either analytic or empirically 

verifiable is not itself analytic or true by definition. 

Furthermore, there is no way to test the validity of such 

a statement by empirical observation. In order to do so, 

we would have to observe whether or not true statements 

(aside from analytic ones) are empirically verifiable. 

The problem with this is that, in order to run our test, 

we would have to know in advance that the statements 

under observation are, in fact, true. Furthermore, we 

would have to establish their truth independently of 

their empirical verifiability- Since the goal of our 

experiment is to determine whether or not true statements 

are empirically verifiable, we cannot establish the truth 

of the statements under observation by the very criteria 

that we are trying to test. But the verificationist 

principle claims that there is no other way to establish 
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truth. If we claim that the truth of the statements in 

our experiment can be determined independently of empiri

cal observation, we automatically disprove the truth of 

the principle. If we attempt to establish the truth of 

the statements in our test by empirical observation, our 

experiment results in vicious circularity. Since the 

truth of the verificationist principle cannot itself be 

established by empirical observation, it fails to dis

prove the objectivity of moral and aesthetic judgments. 

In addition to the problems with the verificationist 

principle, Ayer's noncognitivist approach to moral and 

aesthetic evaluation creates further difficulties. Like 

many other antirealists, Ayer subscribes to the view 

that moral and aesthetic judgments simply express our 

individual tastes, interests or personal attitudes. For 

example, when I say that an action is "good" or "evil," 

I am merely evincing my approval or disapproval of that 

activity. Similarly, when I say that an artwork is 

"good" or "beautiful," what I am expressing is only a 

personal affective response, a feeling of pleasure or 

positive attitude when experiencing the work of art. 

Antirealists frequently claim that such statements are 

cognitively empty. 

What exactly do antirealists mean when they say that 

moral and aesthetic judgments are cognitively empty 

and how do they differ from other statements? As we 
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mentioned earlier in our discussion of Ayer's theory, 

moral and aesthetic judgments are thought to differ from 

genuine assertions of fact in that they do not refer to 

or assert the existence of any facts, properties or 

qualities. Because of their "nonreferring" status, moral 

and aesthetic judgments are thought to lack a certain 

feature called "truth value." With genuine assertions of 

fact, there is a logical connection between the statement 

itself and the properties on which that statement is 

based. In order to prove that the statement is true, we 

simply point to the relevant evidence that backs up the 

statement. What counts as relevant evidence is deter

mined by the nature of the object, property or quality in 

question. For example, if I make the claim that the 

piece of furniture upon which I am writing is a table, I 

would prove the truth of my statement by pointing out the 

features of the object that we commonly associate with 

table. I might cite the fact that it has a hard, sturdy, 

flat top, that it rests on legs and so forth. In this 

case, what counts as relevant evidence is determined by 

the meaning of the term "table." For example, I could 

not claim that I know the object is a table because it is 

red because "red" is not part of the concept of table. 

So there is a logical connection between the judgment 

that an object is a table and the properties on which 

that judgment is based. I cannot make the assertion that 
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an object is a table unless the relevant properties 

exist. Any statement for which this sort of logical 

connection exists is said to have truth value. The 

logical connection between the assertion of fact and the 

properties on which it is based allow us to prove that 

the statement is objectively true or false. 

Why are moral and aesthetic judgments thought to lack 

truth value? Antirealists such as Ayer claim that, 

unlike statements of fact, there is no logical connection 

between evaluative statements and the properties upon 

which they are based. Consequently, there is no way to 

determine whether or not they are objectively true or 

false. Why is it thought that evaluative judgments lack 

the logical requirement to be objective? Ayer comes to 

this conclusion by way of the Moore's Open Question 

Argument. As we discussed previously, the Open Question 

Argument was used to establish that moral and aesthetic 

terms are indefinable. Ayer believed that, in order for 

the logical connection to exist, we must be able to give 

a complete definition of the predicates used in the 

statement. The definition must include all of the 

properties or qualities required to entail a particular 

ascription in every case. For example, consider the 

term "water." Water is defined as a liquid comprised 

of two parts hydrogen and one part oxygen. Any sub

stance possessing the exact properties laid down in the 
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definition can be labeled water. Any substance failing 

to meet one or more of the requirements is not water. 

Because we know the definition of water, it is a simple 

matter to test the truth of any statement that claims 

that a certain substance is water. We simply compare the 

properties of the substance in question with those laid 

down in the definition. If they match, the statement is 

true. If not, the statement is false. So the definition 

is what allows us to establish the logical connection be 

tween a true assertion of fact and the properties upon 

which it is based. 

As we mentioned earlier, the primary reason Ayer 

believed moral and aesthetic judgments were incapable of 

possessing truth value was because the predicates used 

within them were indefinable. Any attempt to identify a 

set of criteria which would entail a particular moral or 

aesthetic ascription in every case always resulted in 

failure. For example, "graceful" works of art frequently 

have smooth flowing lines. However, there are some works 

of art that have smooth flowing lines that are not grace

ful. Consequently, the term "graceful" cannot be defined 

as "possessing smooth flowing lines." The same problem 

is encountered with virtually any definition offered. 

The ethical naturalists encountered similar diffi

culties when trying to define "good." No matter what set 

of natural properties were identified, it was always 
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possible to find exceptions to the definition. Because 

it was impossible to list all the properties and quali

ties that would entail a particular moral or aesthetic 

ascription in every case, Ayer claimed that it was impos

sible to test moral and aesthetic judgments against the 

definitions of the predicates used within them. Conse

quently, there could be no logical connection between 

moral and aesthetic judgments and the properties on which 

they were based. 

Because moral and aesthetic judgments could not be 

defined in a way that consistently linked them with one 

feature or set of features rather than another, Ayer 

concluded that such terms were not ascribed in virtue of 

clearly defined properties or qualities at all. Instead, 

they were ascribed in virtue of the appraiser's or moral 

agent's personal response to the artwork, object, action 

or practice in question. 

Does Ayer's noncognitivist theory of moral and aes

thetic evaluation accurately portray the differences 

between evaluative judgments and statements of fact? 

While such an explanation appears to provide an attrac

tive solution to the problems of intuitionism, it is, 

upon closer examination, highly problematic. First of 

all, Ayer's notion of truth value is drawn directly from 

the verificationist principle. The verificationist 

principle claims that statements that are objectively 
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true or false must be either analytic or empirically 

verifiable. In order to meet the verification require

ment, Ayer concluded that we must be able to provide a 

complete definition of the predicates used within the 

statement. This would provide iindisputed criteria 

against which the evidence for the statement in question 

could be tested. Since it is impossible to provide such 

a definition for moral and aesthetic predicates, Ayer 

concluded that the judgments in which they occur cannot 

be objective. 

As we mentioned earlier, the problem with such an 

approach is that the verificationist principle itself 

cannot meet the requirements for objectivity. Ironical

ly, Moore's Open Question Argument can be used against 

the verificationist principle in the same way that it was 

used to disprove the objectivity of moral and aesthetic 

judgments. First of all, the Open Question Argument 

proves that the verificationist principle itself is not 

analytic because it is possible to ask, without contra

diction, whether or not objective statements are analytic 

or empirically verifiable. Secondly, it demonstrates 

that the term "objective" is no easier to define than 

moral and aesthetic predicates. As we mentioned in our 

previous discussion, moral and aesthetic terms were 

considered to be indefinable because it was always possi

ble to find an exception to any definition proposed. 
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Interestingly, the verificationist principle itself 

provides an exception to its own definition of "objec

tive" because it is not itself analytic or empirically 

verifiable yet it is believed by Ayer to be objectively 

true. Ayer might counter this argiunent by claiming that 

the verificationist principle belongs to a special third 

category of statements that can be objectively true 

without meeting the requirements mentioned above. But if 

such a third category exists, why could not moral and 

aesthetic judgments be part of that category? 

In addition to the problems with the verificationist 

principle, there is another very powerful argument 

against Ayer's theory that was raised by a moral philoso

pher by the name of Philippa Foot in her 1958 article 

entitled "Moral Beliefs."* According to Ayer, moral and 

aesthetic terms are ascribed in virtue of the appraiser's 

response to the object or action in question rather than 

a set of clearly defined properties or qualities. Be

cause there is no logical connection between moral and 

aesthetic judgments, two different people can base oppos

ing evaluations on the same properties or qualities 

without error or insensitivity. For example, one critic 

might claim that a certain artwork is "powerful" or 

"unified" because of certain properties it possesses. 

But another critic could refuse to acknowledge that those 

properties are evidence for that ascription at all and 
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may even decide that those same properties are evidence 

for an opposing evaluation. Similarly, the properties 

which cause one person to label an action or practice 

"bad" or "wrong" may be different from or even unrelated 

to those which cause another person to apply those 

ascriptions. This is allegedly because different people 

react in dissimilar ways to the same factual information 

due to personal and cultural biases. 

Moral and aesthetic judgments are thought to contrast 

sharply with statements of fact in this respect. For 

example, suppose I claim that a given piece of furniture 

is a table citing the fact that it has a hard, flat, 

sturdy surface supported by legs as evidence. Another 

person could not intelligibly disagree with me by claim

ing the evidence I cited is not part of his definition of 

table. Furthermore, if he went on to claim that a hard, 

flat, sturdy surface supported by legs was part of his 

definition of "kitchen sink" we would be inclined to 

think that he was seriously confused and mistaken. 

However, when people disagree about artworks or moral 

issues, such disagreements are thought to be due to 

unresolvable differences in taste or attitude, not confu

sion over the meaning of these terms or the objective 

facts. 

But can moral and aesthetic terms really be ascribed 

in virtue of any property or quality whatsoever? Foot 
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argues that such a claim is highly counterintuitive. For 

example, does it make sense to call an artwork "balanced" 

or "graceful" because it possesses the property of 

"redness"? Most people would agree that this property is 

totally irrelevant to the ascription applied. Even if 

the appraiser has a positive response to the red quality 

of the work, this property, in and of itself, would not 

constitute evidence for calling the work graceful or 

balanced. Furthermore, this would be true regardless of 

the appraiser's cultural background. Similarly, most 

people would agree that we can not label a person "bad" 

or "evil" simply because he has red hair or wears blue 

jeans. If we started jailing people on such grounds, 

there would be massive protest. In order for such a 

claim to make any sense, we would have to offer some sort 

of elaborate explanation. For example, we might argue 

that, in the particular society in question, blue jeans 

are worn only by murderers. In such a case, it would not 

be the blue jeans that make the person evil but the act 

they represent (or the contingent association of the two 

properties, apparel and moral worth). So it does not 

seem to be true that moral and aesthetic terms can be 

applied in virtue of any property or quality whatsoever. 

While it is difficult to name the properties that entail 

a particular ascription, there does, nevertheless, seem 

to be clear limits to the type of properties upon which 
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certain moral and aesthetic ascriptions can be based. So 

Foot's argument undermines Ayer's claim that there is no 

logical connection between moral and aesthetic judgments 

and the properties upon which they are based and, conse

quently, his claim that they cannot be objective. 

A final criticism of Ayer's theory is that it would 

make our moral and aesthetic discourse unintelligible. 

If there are no standard criteria for the application of 

moral and aesthetic terms, how are we to understand what 

each other is saying? Of course, Ayer would counter 

this argument by claiming that moral and aesthetic judg

ments should be understood as mere indicators of the 

appraiser's response. The moral or aesthetic term chosen 

indicates the level of positive or negative response to a 

given factual situation. But such a claim is problematic 

for a number of reasons. First of all, how are we to 

understand judgments in which more than one moral or 

aesthetic term is used? For example, suppose someone 

were to claim that an artwork was both "beautiful" and 

"balanced." Would not the speaker be redundant in stat

ing that he approved of the work twice? And why would he 

indicate two different levels of approval? Is he con

fused about how much he approves of the work? How are we 

to understand the claim that an artwork is beautiful 

because it is balanced? Additionally, what are we to 

make of statements which contain opposing terms? For 
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example, suppose someone claimed that an artwork was both 

"ugly" and "powerful." One term indicates a positive 

response while the other a negative one. According to 

Ayer's theory, such a statement would be attitudinally 

inconsistent. However, most people would not regard such 

a statement as contradictory at all. This seems to 

further indicate that moral and aesthetic terms are not 

ascribed solely in virtue of the appraiser's response but 

are based on properties and qualities. 
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CHAPTER IV 

GOLDMAN'S THEORY 

As we saw in the last chapter, there are a number of 

good reasons to reject Ayer's theory of moral and aes

thetic evaluation. But do those arguments give us good 

reason to reject antirealism altogether? Is not it 

possible that Ayer's position is merely the easiest of 

the antirealist positions to refute? Are contemporary 

antirealists positions as vulnerable to criticism as 

those that preceded them? In the next section, we will 

be examining a recent antirealist theory of aesthetic 

evaluation that was published in 1990 by Alan Goldman.-'-. 

While Goldman's position differs dramatically from Ayer's 

theory in a number of respects, we will see that the two 

positions, nevertheless, share a number of important 

problems. 

In his paper entitled "Aesthetic Qualities and 

Aesthetic Values," Goldman, like Ayer, Moore and others, 

explores the question of whether or not the aesthetic 

qualities and values we ascribe to artworks can be deter

mined by some objective aesthetic standard or whether 

those ascriptions instead are subjectively applied rela

tive to the critic's personal taste or response. Goldman 

begins his inquiry by noting that all aesthetic evalua

tions appear to have three basic functions. Many of 

73 
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these have already been noted in previous theories. The 

first is a descriptive function. When we call an artwork 

"beautiful" or "good" we seem to be describing actual 

properties of the artwork or asserting that certain facts 

about it are true. This function seems to support a 

realist or objective approach to aesthetic evaluation. 

The second function is an expressive function. When we 

call an artwork "good" or "beautiful" we seem to be 

expressing our own personal feelings or reaction to 

the artwork. This function tends to suggest that a 

subjectivist approach to aesthetic evaluation is more 

appropriate. The third function is a prescriptive func

tion. When we call an artwork "beautiful" or "good" we 

are not only describing its properties or expressing 

feelings about the work but we are trying to get others 

to agree with us. The project then is to provide an 

analysis of aesthetic evaluation which accounts for all 

three of these functions. 

In order to explain the various functions of aesthet

ic judgment, Goldman claims that broadly evaluative 

aesthetic properties such as "beauty" or "artistic merit" 

must be understood as relational properties that super

vene on other properties. A supervenience relationship 

is one in which the supervening property is said to exist 

or occur anytime certain base properties are present. 

For example, water supervenes on the base properties of 
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hydrogen and oxygen. Anytime two parts hydrogen and one 

part oxygen are combined, we have the property of water. 

Similarly, Goldman claims that broadly evaluative proper

ties such as "beauty" supervene on other more narrowly 

defined evaluative properties such as "gracefulness," 

"powerfulness," "balance," and so forth. These so-called 

"middle-level" properties, in turn, supervene on noneval-

uative base properties such as smooth lines, bold colors, 

heavy brushstrokes, rhythmic patterns, musical texture, 

and so on. The aesthetic ascription applied to the 

artwork will depend on the nonevaluative properties 

present and the relations they form when combined. Any 

change in the type, quantity or quality of the nonevalua

tive base properties alters the relationship between base 

properties and, consequently, the supervening aesthetic 

property. 

If the supervenience theory outlined above were true, 

it would seem to establish an objective principle for 

ascribing aesthetic evaluations to artworks. In order to 

test the validity of an aesthetic judgment, we would 

simply check to see if the relevant base properties are 

present. However, this theory raises a puzzling ques

tion. If aesthetic properties supervene on nonevaluative 

properties, why do rational critics frequently attribute 

opposing evaluations to the same artwork? For example, 

why is an artwork that is labeled impassive by one critic 
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considered powerful by another? Goldman claims that 

aesthetic evaluations share this feature with moral 

judgments. For example, the decision to engage in a war 

might be seen as courageous and just by one group of 

people and as a shameful act of agression by another. In 

both cases, the same nonevaluative properties appear to 

underlie opposing judgments. How are these opposing 

evaluations explained? Like Ayer, Goldman attributes 

conflicting moral and aesthetic judgments to the 

appraiser's response. He states, "The objective sides of 

these pairs of relational properties are the same, but 

they elicit different responses expressed by the opposing 

terms."^ Goldman contends that moral and aesthetic 

judgments express not only the objective facts but the 

tastes or attitudes of the appraiser as well. 

Though Goldman concludes that moral and aesthetic 

judgments are influenced by the appraiser's personal 

taste as well as the objective facts or properties, he 

does not find this to be reason enough to completely 

abandon the supervenience theory. Instead he claims that 

the seemingly incompatible aspects of moral and aesthetic 

evaluation can be reconciled by altering the superven

ience theory to say that, while evaluative properties 

supervene on nonevaluative properties, they are not 

necessitated by them. In other words, though evalu

ative properties are ascribed in virtue of certain 
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nonevaluative base properties, the presence of those base 

properties does not necessarily guarantee the presence of 

the supervening evaluative property in every case. 

Because different appraisers respond in dissimilar ways 

to a given set of facts or properties, they may ascribe 

opposing moral or aesthetic ascriptions to the same 

artwork or action. 

Goldman claims his new formulation of the superven

ience theory would, 

...generate a constraint on rational 
evaluators that the presence of all the same 
nonevaluative properties on different occasions 
must elicit the same aesthetic judgments. But 
this minimal constraint leaves it open whether 
rational evaluators can disagree about the same 
works [without error or insensitivity.]^ 

Since the nonevaluative properties which underlie moral 

and aesthetic qualities are transformed by the relations 

they enter into, and the critic's response is an integral 

part of that relation, Goldman claims it would be impos

sible to determine moral or aesthetic qualities in any 

lawlike way or according to any objective principle that 

would apply iiniversally to everyone. 

Objections to Goldman's Theory 

Unlike previous theories of aesthetic evaluation, 

Goldman attempts to resolve the debate between realists 

and antirealists by creating a hybrid theory which com

bines important aspects of both positions into one. To 

accomplish this, he begins by using the supervenience 
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theory to establish what appears to be an objective 

principle of aesthetic evaluation. According to such a 

theory, broadly evaluative aesthetic qualities ultimately 

supervene on nonevaluative base properties found within 

the artwork. The presence of all the relevant base 

properties in proper relation to one another would guar

antee the existence of the supervening property. Whether 

or not the base properties were present would be a matter 

of objective fact that could be determined by empirical 

observation. 

However, Goldman was not satisfied with the superven

ience theory alone because it did not allow the 

appraiser's personal taste or response to enter into the 

aesthetic judgment. Because the critic's personal re

sponse was not part of the artwork's nonevaluative base 

properties, it would be irrelevant in determining an 

aesthetic ascription. Goldman felt that this was detri

mental because it would make it impossible for rational 

critics to disagree without error or insensitivity. Any 

critic who ascribed a supervening aesthetic quality to an 

artwork other than the standard one necessitated by its 

base properties would be wrong. By itself, it appears to 

Goldman that supervenience alone does not provide an 

account of the expressive function of aesthetic judgment. 

In order to remedy this situation, Goldman suggested we 

eliminate the part of the supervenience theory that 
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specified a necessary relationship between the artwork's 

nonevaluative base properties and the supervening proper

ty. While aesthetic ascriptions would still supervene on 

nonevaluative base properties, they would no longer be 

necessitated by them. This means that we would no longer 

be required to consistently ascribe the same supervening 

property to the same set of base properties every time 

those base properties occur. The presence of a specified 

set of nonevaluative base properties within the artwork 

would no longer, in and of itself, guarantee the exist

ence of a particular supervening property in every case. 

In addition to providing an account of the expressive 

nature of aesthetic evaluation, Goldman felt this new 

formulation of the supervenience theory was particularly 

attractive because he believed it could do so while 

retaining an element of objectivity. Though critics 

would be free to ascribe opposing evaluations to the same 

artworks based on their differing responses to its none

valuative properties, Goldman maintained that the theory 

would still generate the constraint on each individual 

critic that he consistently apply the same aesthetic 

ascription when presented with the same set of base 

properties. Though no individual would be required to 

judge artworks according to a universal standard, they 

would be required to consistently apply their own crite

ria. Consequently, an appraiser's judgments could be 
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deemed true or false depending on whether they were 

consistent with the way he had judged identical sets of 

base properties in the past. However, they could not be 

regarded as false or wrong because they failed to meet 

anyone else's criteria for the application of aesthetic 

terms. 

How successful is Goldman's hybrid theory in resolv

ing the problems of its predecessors? Though the 

reformulated version of the supervenience theory provides 

an interesting explanation for the seemingly incompatible 

features of aesthetic evaluation it is, nevertheless, 

replete with problems of its own. First of all, 

Goldman's notion of supervenience is self-contradictory. 

Goldman claims that evaluative aesthetic qualities such 

as beauty or artistic merit ultimately supervene on 

nonevaluative properties such as bold colors, rhythmic or 

harmonic texture, heavy brushstrokes and so forth. But 

because these nonevaluative properties become transformed 

by the different relations they enter into and because 

those relations affect appraisers differently, we cannot 

form an aesthetic principle by which aesthetic qualities 

supervene on nonevaluative properties in a lawlike way. 

But such a construal becomes immediately problematic 

because supervenience, by definition, is a lawlike rela

tion and must be so for Goldman's objective project 
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to succeed. Consider the following explanation of 

supervenience offered by David Brink in his recent book 

on moral realism: 

I construe supervenience as a nomological 
or lawlike relation between, say, properties 
such that one property F (the supervening 
property) supervenes on another property G (the 
base property) just in case it is a law that if 
it is G it is F. One consequence is that two 
things cannot differ in their supervening 
properties without differing in their base 
properties.* 

As can be seen from the above definition, it is a contra

diction to say that evaluative aesthetic qualities 

supervene on nonevaluative properties but not in a law

like way. Eliminating the lawlike feature undermines the 

very concept of supervenience. 

Goldman might respond to this objection by arguing 

that we have failed to note the distinction between 

strong and weak theories of supervenience. With strong 

supervenience, the lawlike relations between base and 

supervening properties holds necessarily. With weak 

supervenience, on the other hand, the relations hold only 

contingently. Goldman might argue that the above quote 

describes the characteristics of strong supervenience. 

His theory, on the other hand, implies weak supervenience 

because aesthetic qualities supervene on, but are not 

necessitated by, nonevaluative properties. 

What exactly are the differences between strong and 

weak supervenience? Could the supervenience relationship 
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described in Goldman's theory be a version of the latter 

type? As we mentioned above, the main difference between 

strong and weak supervenience is that the former speci

fies a necessary relationship between the base and 

supervening properties while the latter only specifies a 

contingent one.^ A necessary relationship between a 

supervening property and its base properties means that 

the supervening property must exist or occur if its base 

properties exist or occur. There can be no exceptions. 

When applied to aesthetic evaluation, strong superven

ience would require or necessitate the existence of the 

supervening aesthetic quality any time that certain 

nonevaluative base properties were present in the art

work. 

The problem with strong supervenience is that it is 

frequently difficult to name all of the base properties 

(or specify completely the context) that would literally 

guarantee the existence of a particular supervening 

property in every case. This is particularly true 

when it comes to artworks. For example, artworks which 

contain smooth, flowing lines are frequently labeled 

"graceful." In a large number of cases, "gracefulness" 

could be said to supervene on these nonevaluative base 

properties. However, it is possible to imagine a work of 

art with smooth, flowing lines that is not graceful 
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because it possesses some additional property that 

negates or overpowers its graceful quality. 

Past theorists, such as Ayer, might have used such an 

example to dismiss the objectivity of aesthetic evalua

tion. Because it is always possible to find an exception 

to every set of base properties offered, it was thought 

that the truth of aesthetic judgments could not be con

clusively verified. However, there is an alternative to 

this type of skeptical position which would still pre

serve objectivity while eliminating the need for a strong 

supervenience base. Evaluative aesthetic qualities could 

be said to supervene weakly on their nonevaluative base 

properties rather than strongly. A weak supervenience 

base is one which is sufficient to produce a particular 

supervening property under certain conditions or in 

certain contexts. If those conditions are changed, the 

supervening property will not be produced even though all 

the base properties may be present. This contrasts 

sharply with strong supervenience which guarantees the 

existence of the supervening property under all condi

tions if the relevant base properties are present. So 

weak supervenience is characterized as a contingent 

relation because the presence of the supervening property 

is contingent upon not only the presence of the base 

properties, but the relevant conditions or context. An 
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excellent explanation of the differences between strong 

and weak supervenience is provided in the following quote 

by David Brink: 

A set of properties F strongly supervenes 
on a set of properties G just in case G neces
sitates F. But if, even though G is sufficient 
in actual circumstances to produce F and would 
also produce F in relevantly similar circum
stances, the properties causally connected with 
G could have been different enough for G to 
produce H rather than F, then F only weakly 
supervenes.° 

As can be seen from the above quote, objectivity would 

still be preserved in cases of weak supervenience because 

the supervening property would still be guaranteed if all 

the base properties were present under the required 

conditions. However, it would allow and provide a plau

sible explanation for cases which do not follow the usual 

pattern. 

Can Goldman's hybrid theory be construed as a case of 

weak supervenience? Though his theory is similar to weak 

supervenience in many respects, there are some very 

important differences. As we mentioned earlier, 

Goldman's theory claims that evaluative aesthetic quali

ties supervene on nonevaluative aesthetic qualities but 

denies that they do so in any lawlike way or according to 

any objective principle. His rejection of the lawlike 

relation between base and supervening properties clearly 

made it impossible for his theory to be construed as 

strong supervenience. However, it was thought that. 
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because weak supervenience only specified a contingent 

relationship between base and supervening properties, the 

type of supervenience outlined in his theory could be 

construed as weak supervenience without requiring him to 

adopt the lawlike feature. 

The problem with this reasoning is that the contingent 

relationship does nothing to undermine the nomological 

relationship of weak supervenience. It simply makes it a 

bit more complex. Weak supervenience is still a lawlike 

relationship in the sense that it guarantees the exist

ence of a particular supervening property if the relevant 

base properties are present under certain conditions. 

With both strong and weak supervenience, there are 

strict rules which govern the conditions under which a 

supervening property can be changed. According to strong 

supervenience, the supervening property could be changed 

only if one of the relevant base properties were changed. 

In addition, weak supervenience allows the supervening 

property to be changed in the event that another property 

or group of properties causally connected with the base 

properties alters their relationship with one another. 

Unless one of these two conditions applies, it is a 

law that the given weak supervening property must exist 

or occur in every case. Because weak supervenience main 

tains the lawlike relationship between base and superven

ing properties, Goldman's theory could not be understood 
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as a case of weak supervenience. In fact, any theory 

which denies the nomological or objective qualities of 

supervenience could not be construed as a genuine case of 

supervenience of any sort. 

What are the consequences of a theory which denies 

any lawlike relationship between evaluative terms and the 

properties upon which they are based? First of all, it 

eliminates the possibility of objectivity, a feature 

Goldman had hoped to preserve. In order for a theory of 

aesthetic evaluation to ensure objectivity, it must 

provide an explanation of when we are justified in be

lieving aesthetic judgments to be true. The lawlike 

feature of supervenience accomplished this by establish

ing a logical connection between certain base properties 

and their supervening properties. The supervening 

property was guaranteed to exist or occur every time the 

relevant base properties were present under certain 

specified conditions. The truth of an aesthetic judgment 

could then be determined by checking to see if the ap

plicable base properties and conditions were actually 

present. Without a law or rule specifying a connection 

between certain base and supervening properties, no such 

verification process can take place. Consequently, 

Goldman's theory is not a hybrid one as he suggests but a 

straightforwardly antirealist one. 
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In addition to undermining objectivity, Goldman's 

rejection of the lawlike feature of supervenience makes 

his theory vulnerable to many of the same criticism's as 

Ayer's theory. As we mentioned above, the rejection of 

this feature virtually eliminates the possibility of any 

logical connection whatsoever between base and superven

ing properties. Because there are no laws governing 

their application, Goldman's theory would allow so-called 

"supervening" aesthetic properties to be ascribed in 

virtue of any set of base properties whatsoever. There 

would be nothing to prevent appraisers from ascribing 

different or even opposing aesthetic qualities to the 

same set of base properties even when those base proper

ties occur under identical conditions. 

As we mentioned earlier, the reason Goldman adopted 

such a theory was so that rational critics could ascribe 

opposing evaluations to artworks without error or insen

sitivity- Goldman believed his modified version of the 

supervenience theory would provide an account of the 

expressive nature of aesthetic evaluation. But as we 

argued in our discussion of Ayer's theory, which also 

denied any logical connection between aesthetic ascrip

tions and the properties upon which they are based, we 

cannot apply aesthetic terms in virtue of just any 

property whatsoever. There are clear limits to the 

types of things we could call "powerful," "beautiful," 
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"original," or "serene." It would make no more sense to 

call a musical work "balanced" simply because it was 

written for woodwind instruments or a painting "graceful" 

because it is contains the colors yellow and blue than it 

would to call a certain substance "water" simply because 

it is a liquid or an object a table because it is brown. 

There are some properties which are simply irrelevant to 

certain ascriptions or are, in and of themselves, insuf

ficient to produce the property in question. 

Of course, Goldman might respond to this objection by 

claiming that, though his theory rejects the nomological 

feature of supervenience, it is not completely without 

constraints. The application of aesthetic terms is 

governed by the appraiser's response to the nonevaluative 

base properties. Furthermore, though his theory denies 

the existence of universal criteria for the application 

of aesthetic terms, it still generates the minimal 

constraint on each individual critic that he judge an 

artwork the same way when presented with the same none

valuative base properties. (These appear to be the only 

constraints that Goldman's view allows.) However, these 

arguments do not successfully defend Goldman's theory 

against the objections raised above. Furthermore, they 

are replete with problems of their own. 

As we mentioned in our discussion of Ayer's theory, 

attributing aesthetic ascriptions to the appraiser's 
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response is highly counterintuitive when considering the 

way we normally speak about artworks. Proponents of such 

"emotivist" theories frequently claim that aesthetic 

terms are ascribed in virtue of the intensity of the 

appraiser's positive or negative response to the artwork 

in question. For example, terms such as "pretty" might 

be used to indicate a moderate positive response while 

ascriptions such a "beautiful" or "gorgeous" are reserved 

for a particularly powerful positive response. So aes

thetic judgments are thought to be indicators of the type 

and intensity of the appraiser's reaction to the artwork. 

However, as with Ayer, such a theory is problematic 

because people commonly combine terms which indicate more 

than one level of response in the same judgment. For 

example, what are we to make of an aesthetic judgment 

which labels an artwork both "powerful" and "gorgeous"? 

Are we to assume that the appraiser is confused about the 

level of intensity of his or her response? Additionally, 

it is not uncommon for people to use both positive and 

negative aesthetic terms simultaneously when evaluating 

an artwork. How, on such a theory, are we to understand 

an aesthetic judgment which labels an artwork both 

"powerful" and "ugly?" What about a judgment that claims 

that an artwork is powerful because it is ugly? Accord

ing to such a theory, these judgments would all be 

unintelligible. 
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Furthermore, such a theory would not explain why we 

frequently deliberate about the qualities possessed by 

artworks or their value. Certainly the point of such 

deliberation would not be to convince others that they 

did not really have the response they claim to have had. 

Goldman might argue that the purpose of these discussions 

is to attempt to convince others to share our views and 

respond as we do. But if aesthetic terms merely indicate 

the appraiser's response to a given set of base proper

ties, why should it matter whether others agree with us? 

Given our normal patterns of discourse when discussing 

artworks, a theory which attributes the application of 

aesthetic terms to the appraiser's response in this way 

is highly questionable. 

Additionally, Goldman's claim that his theory gener

ates the constraint on each individual critic that he 

make the same aesthetic judgment when presented with the 

same nonevaluative properties is puzzling. How, exactly, 

is this constraint generated? In order for there to be 

a constraint, there must be a law or principle which 

specifies a logical connection between the artwork's 

nonevaluative base properties, the appraiser's response 

and the supervening aesthetic term applied. Goldman must 

show a necessary relationship whereby the supervening 

aesthetic quality is guaranteed to exist or occur every 

time the base properties combined with the appraiser's 
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response occurs. But this is precisely what Goldman has 

rejected. Without the nomological feature of superven

ience, there can be no law or principle specifying such a 

connection. Furthermore, Goldman fails to explain how 

the appraiser's response itself is to be constrained. In 

order to ensure that appraisers consistently apply the 

same aesthetic ascriptions when confronted with the same 

base properties, there would have to be a constraint 

guaranteeing that they respond exactly the same way to a 

given artwork every time they see or hear it. But most 

of us would agree that no such constraint exists. It is 

not at all uncommon for an appraiser to come to enjoy a 

work of art that they reacted negatively to the first 

time they saw or heard it. If the appraiser's response 

can change from occasion to occasion, then so can the 

aesthetic quality. Thus the constraint of consistency 

itself falls apart. Goldman's consistency requirement 

would make all cases of coming to enjoy a work false 

judgments. 

Goldman might respond to these criticisms by saying 

that he has been misunderstood. The theory he really 

intended to propose was not devoid of any lawlike rela

tion whatsoever between base and supervening properties 

but was instead primarily a theory of weak super

venience. However, in order to allow rational critics to 

disagree in their appraisal of artworks without error or 
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insensitivity, he would allow the appraiser's response to 

become part of the base properties. Because peoples' 

responses to artworks are different, an artwork's base 

properties could potentially be different for each indi

vidual. This would explain their opposing judgments of 

the same artwork. Because their judgments are based on 

different sets of base properties, opposing judgments of 

the same artwork could not be deemed false or wrong. So 

Goldman's theory would deny that aesthetic ascriptions 

are applied in a lawlike manner in the sense that not all 

critics would be required to judge the same artworks the 

same way. However, the lawlike nature of supervenience 

would still be retained in the sense that the same base 

properties under the same conditions would still necessi

tate the same supervening property. 

How well does this new version of Goldman's theory 

fare? Despite the reinstitution of the lawlike principle 

between base and supervening properties, this new formu

lation fails as well. The problem with the new theory is 

that it requires the adoption of a very unconventional 

notion of supervenience. Supervenience is most commonly 

characterized as essentially an externalist theory. This 

means that the properties involved in the supervenience 

relation are external to and mind independent of the 

critic or observer. When determining the supervening 

property of an artwork, the only relevant base properties 
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would be those contained within the artwork itself. The 

feelings or personal affective response of the critic 

are not relevant. This is where Goldman's notion of 

supervenience parts company with more traditional 

definitions. When applying the externalist theory of 

supervenience to the evaluation of artworks, Goldman 

found that critics frequently applied opposing aesthetic 

ascriptions even though all the same external properties 

were present. This was problematic because supervenience 

theories assert that there must be a difference in base 

properties in order to have a difference in supervening 

properties. Rather than saying that one of the critic's 

evaluations was wrong, Goldman simply adopted an inter

nalist view of supervenience. This allowed him to make 

the critic's personal response one of the base proper

ties. By claiming that the two critics had different 

affective responses and, consequently, different base 

properties, he was able to explain why two critics had 

ascribed different aesthetic ascriptions to the same 

artwork. 

What are the problems with this new formulation of 

the supervenience theory? First of all, if aesthetic 

properties were constituted in part or in whole by the 

appraiser's response, it would be virtually impossible to 

verify the truth of aesthetic judgments. In order to do 

so, we would have to be able to verify that the appraiser 
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actually had the response he claims to have had. Since 

there is no way to gain this information, other than from 

the appraiser himself, we cannot accurately assess the 

truth of his judgment. 

Secondly, why should we presume that aesthetic terms 

are constituted in part or in whole by the appraiser's 

thoughts, feelings or reactions when we do not presume 

this about other things? As we mentioned in our discus

sion of internalism in Chapter I, some members of the 

Flat Earth Society believe that the earth is flat. 

However, most of us would agree that their beliefs about 

the world do not change its actual properties. Nor would 

we say that the world is round for us and flat for them. 

In such cases, a person's internal beliefs cannot become 

part of the base properties because the belief itself 

cannot also be the reason for believing it to be true. 

Beliefs are, or at least should be, based on evidence 

that certain properties or states of affairs exist. 

Since base properties provide us with reasons or evidence 

for believing a certain supervening property to exist, 

the belief in the existence of that property cannot, at 

the same time, be a base property. If beliefs cannot be 

base properties, why should be presume that the 

appraiser's internal feelings or response can? 

Goldman might argue that the example presented above 

shows only that the appraiser's belief that a certain 
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supervening property exists cannot also be one of the 

base properties that underlies that ascription. It does 

not actually show that a person's response or feelings 

cannot become part of the base properties. However, the 

argument outlined above can be extended to the 

appraiser's response as well. First of all, a person's 

responses are almost always based on beliefs. When a 

person responds to something in a particular way it is 

because he believes a certain state of affairs to exist. 

For example, people do not generally feel fear unless 

they believe in the existence of someone or something 

that could cause them harm. Similarly, people do not 

generally feel sad unless they believe that an upsetting 

event, such as the loss of a loved one, has taken place. 

In fact, a person who feels fear or sadness in the ab

sence of these sorts of beliefs is frequently thought to 

be mistaken or irrational. If responses are based on 

beliefs and beliefs cannot be base properties, why should 

we believe that responses can be base properties? 

Even if a person's responses could not be attributed 

to beliefs, there is yet another argument that would 

prevent them from becoming base properties. A response, 

by definition, must be a reaction to some external 

stimulus. In order to have a response, there must be 

some impetus to set that reaction in motion. By making 

the response part of the base properties which underlie 
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aesthetic ascriptions, Goldman has made it both a 

reaction to the stimulus and the stimulus itself. This 

is viciously circular. Even if other external base 

properties make up part of the stimuli, we cannot react 

appropriately unless all of the base properties are 

present. However, Goldman's theory requires that the 

response happen prior to the stimulus in order for us to 

have a complete set of base properties to respond to. 

Since this is impossible, the theory fails. 
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NOTES 

1. Goldman, "Aesthetic Qualities and Aesthetic Values," 
The Journal of Philosophy, 23-27. 

2. Ibid., 24. 

3. Ibid., 26. Also see page 35. 

4. Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundation of Ethics, 
160. 

5. Ibid., 160-161. I owe the distinction between strong 
and weak supervenience to Brink. This discussion closely 
parallels his analysis. 

6. Ibid., 160. 

7. Cf., Ibid., 116-117. The structure of this argument 
is modeled after Brink's argument against foundational
ism. 



CHAPTER V 

COHERENTISM AS A MODEL FOR AESTHETIC EVALUATION 

As we have seen in the last two chapters, antirealist 

theories of aesthetic evaluation such as those presented 

by Goldman and Ayer, are unsuccessful in providing plau

sible accounts of aesthetic deliberation and judgment. 

These theories would seem to provide strong evidence in 

favor of aesthetic realism. But how should a realist 

theory of aesthetic evaluation be formulated? Haven't 

past realist theories been equally problematic? As we 

discussed in chapter two, any realist theory must also 

be a theory of justification. In order to ensure objec

tivity, it must provide and explanation of when we are 

justified in believing claims to be true. Early realist 

theories attempted to satisfy this requirement by 

inferring particular claims from more general rules or 

principles. However, this was problematic because these 

general rules and principles also required justification. 

In order to meet the requirement that rules and princi

ples used in the justificatory process themselves be 

justified, the inference process would have to continue 

indefinitely. Because the justificatory process involved 

vicious regress, the theory was thought untenable. 

The foundationalists attempted to solve the regress 

problem by claiming that all justified beliefs are 

98 
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ultimately inferred, sometimes through long linear 

chains, from a small group of foundational beliefs which 

are self-justifying. When the justificatory process 

reached the foundational belief, no further justification 

was needed. Consequently, the vicious regress was halt

ed. However, as we saw earlier, this theory was rejected 

because the claim that foundational beliefs are self-

justifying was found to be circular. David Brink offers 

the following argument: 

In order to be justified in holding one's 
belief p, one must have a reason to hold p 
true. But p is a first-order belief that such 
and such is the case and, as such, cannot 
contain the reason for thinking p is 
true....Foundationalism's commitment to self 
justifying beliefs is actually the limiting 
case of circular reasoning...since no belief 
about the world can also be the reason for 
thinking that the belief is true.*'-

Consequently, no belief can be self-justifying or founda

tional . 

With the rejection of foundationalism, the realists 

were left with one additional theory which could incorpo

rate the justificatory requirement and, at the same time, 

avoid the vicious regress. We referred to this theory in 

chapter two as the inferential theory. The inferential 

theory differs from foundationalism in that it allows the 

inferential chains of justification to loop back on 

themselves forming a sort of justificatory circle rather 

than proceeding in a linear manner and ending with a 

foundational belief. Each belief is justified by the 
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belief that directly precedes it in the justificatory 

circle. As Brink points out, "one's belief p is justi

fied by one's belief q, which is justified by one's 

belief r, which is justified ultimately, at least in part 

by one's belief p."^ According to this theory, a belief 

is justified if it coheres with other beliefs sufficient

ly to form a complete justificatory circle. 

Though the inferential theory successfully avoided 

the problems with foundationalism, it too was rejected 

for two primary reasons. First of all, critics argued 

that, by allowing the inferential chains of justification 

to loop back on themselves, the inferential theory 

"succeeds only in trading vicious regress...for vicious 

circularity."^ Such a theory, it was claimed, would 

allow a person to "prove" virtually anything. How could 

truth be guaranteed if the beliefs within the justifica

tory circle depended upon each other for justification? 

If the beliefs used to justify a particular claim were 

inferred from the claim itself, would not the theory fall 

prey to the same argument that was used to deny the 

possibility of foundational beliefs? Secondly, it was 

argued that the inferential theory could not guarantee 

what is commonly referred to as "contact with reality-"* 

How could we be sure that the beliefs in the justificato

ry circle were consistent with the external objective 

facts? What would prevent a person from holding a circle 
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of "justified" beliefs that were, nonetheless, all false? 

Just because a group of beliefs are coherent with each 

other does not necessarily prove that they are true. 

While these argvunents are compelling and deserve to 

be taken seriously, I plan to argue that the inferential 

theory has been dismissed prematurely. Though vulnerable 

to these criticisms in its simplistic form, more sophis

ticated versions can be defended. In particular, a 

version of the theory called coherentism provides a 

particularly compelling theory of aesthetic judgment 

while avoiding the objections raised above. What exactly 

is coherentism and how can such a theory be used to 

justify aesthetic claims? In order to better understand 

this justificatory process, it will be helpful to first 

examine its application to questions of morality. As we 

have seen in previous discussions, there are many paral

lels between these two disciplines. According to David 

Brink, one of the chief proponents of a coherentist 

theory of justification in ethics, coherentism is the 

view that one's belief X is justified if it coheres with 

a comprehensive system of beliefs. The coherence of X 

with the totality of other beliefs in the system ex

plains, at least in part, why one holds that belief.^ So 

coherentism is compatible with realism because it offers 

an account of when one is warranted in believing claims 

or propositions to be true. At the same time, it avoids 
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the problems of foundationalism because no beliefs within 

the comprehensive system are noninferentially justified. 

Since all beliefs are ultimately inferred from other 

beliefs within the system, there are no self-justifying 

beliefs. Moral coherentism, then, is the view that 

whether and to what extent one is justified in holding a 

certain moral belief is dependent upon the extent to 

which that belief coheres or fails to cohere with a 

comprehensive system of other independently well support

ed beliefs, both moral and nonmoral. The coherence of 

the moral belief in question with other beliefs in the 

system explains why one is justified in holding the 

belief to be true.° 

How exactly does this justificatory process work? 

From time to time, we all deliberate about whether cer

tain moral beliefs at various levels of generality are 

justified. Many of these beliefs depend on other moral 

beliefs we hold. For example, our beliefs about whether 

or not reverse discrimination is justified may hinge upon 

our more general beliefs about distributive justice. 

These views, in turn, may rest upon certain nonmoral 

beliefs in areas such as economics, human psychology and 

social science. The goal of such deliberation is to 

devise a policy on reverse discrimination that is maxi

mally coherent with the totality of other moral and 
•7 

nonmoral beliefs that we hold.' 
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Of course, nobody holds a maximally coherent system 

of beliefs at all times. As we gain more experience and 

information, we may find it necessary to revise our 

belief system from time to time. For example, many small 

children believe in Santa Claus. But as they grow older 

and acquire more knowledge and experience, they soon 

realize that reindeer do not fly, that it would be impos

sible to visit the home of every child in the world in a 

single night and that the North Pole is not the most 

logical place to locate a thriving toy manufacturing 

industry. Consequently, they are forced to abandon the 

belief about Santa because it doesn't cohere with their 

other beliefs and those beliefs are too independently 

well supported to ignore. 

Similarly, when we deliberate about certain moral 

issues, the same type of process occurs on a more sophis

ticated level. We might try to persuade others that 

their view is incorrect by pointing to inconsistencies in 

their belief system. For example, suppose our opponent 

claims that abortion is wrong even in cases when the 

mother's life is in danger, yet advocates using fetal 

tissue as part of a radical new treatment to save the 

life of his diabetic daughter. These two beliefs appear 

to be incompatible. In order to defend his position, our 

opponent would have to provide independently well sup

ported evidence from within his belief system that would 
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explain why his daughter's right to life supersedes that 

of a fetus's but the mother's right to life does not. If 

he cannot provide this evidence, he may be forced to 

either abandon one of these two positions or revise some 

of the more fundamental beliefs within his system regard

ing human rights. These beliefs, in turn, must be 

consistent with the totality of other beliefs he holds 

including, but not limited to, scientific, sociological 

and psychological facts. Working through this process 

is an attempt to reach what is called reflective 

equilibrium, a term first coined by philosopher John 

Rawls. He writes: 

Here the test is that of general and wide 
reflective equilibrium, that is, how well the 
view as a whole meshes with and articulates our 
more firm considered convictions, at all levels 
of generality, after due examination, once all 
adjustments and revisions that seem compelling 
have been made. A doctrine that meets this 
criterion is the doctrine that, so far as we 
can ascertain, is the most reasonable for us. 

So the goal of a coherentist theory of justification in 

ethics is to reach a state of reflective equilibrium 

whereby our moral and nonmoral beliefs form a maximally 

coherent system. 

In the same way that it is used to justify moral 

claims, coherentism can be applied to aesthetic judg

ments. Like his moral counterpart, the aesthetic 

coherentist maintains that the extent to which certain 

aesthetic judgments are justified is dependent upon the 
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degree to which that belief coheres or fails to cohere 

with a comprehensive system of other independently well 

supported beliefs, both aesthetic and nonaesthetic. The 

coherence of the aesthetic belief in question with other 

beliefs in the system explains why one is justified in 

holding the belief to be true. 

How exactly does this justificatory process work when 

applied to aesthetic judgments? From time to time, we 

all deliberate about whether certain aesthetic judgments, 

at various levels of generality, are justified. Is the 

work in question good or bad, beautiful or ugly, unified 

or disunified, graceful, balanced or original and what 

makes it so? Like their moral counterparts, aesthetic 

claims about a particular artwork frequently depend, at 

least in part, on other more general aesthetic rules or 

principles that we hold. These more general rules and 

principles are referred to by Monroe Beardsley as 

canons.^ Basically, there are two different kinds of 

canons--specific and general. A specific canon is a rule 

that applies only to a particular genre or class of 

works. For example, the claim that certain types of 

plays with large numbers of characters and subplots tend 

to be disunified is a specific canon. A critic might 

justify his claim that a particular play is a poor one, 

at least in part, by appeal to this specific canon. Of 

course, specific canons themselves must be justified. 
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This is frequently accomplished, at least in part, by 

inferring them from general canons. A general canon is a 

rule that applies to all artworks regardless of genre. 

For example, a widely held general canon is the claim 

that unity in an artwork is a merit and disunity a de

fect. The specific canon mentioned above could be partly 

inferred from this general canon. 

Because aesthetic judgments rest so heavily on spe

cific canons, the first step in any critical process 

must, as a matter of necessity, be a classificatory one. 

We must decide what type of artwork we are judging in 

order to determine which specific canons are applicable. 

This process prevents appraisers from justifying their 

claims with reasons that are irrelevant. For example, if 

we classify a painting as abstract expressionist, another 

critic could not intelligibly argue that the work was 

poor because the size and distance relations of the 

figures were not in exact proportion. In doing so, he 

would be invoking a specific canon of realist representa

tional painting, not of abstract expressionist works. 

Similarly, one could not criticize a twelve tone work by 

Schoenberg for failing to follow the rules regarding 

dissonance treatment and voice leading typical of vocal 

works by Palestrina. In fact, one of the primary reasons 

people disagree in their evaluation of artworks is 
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because they do not agree on the work's classification 

and, consequently, the specific canons relevant to its 

evaluation. 

How exactly is this classificatory process accom

plished? Before commencing with this discussion, let me 

say at the outset that the classification of artworks is 

a complicated and involved process worthy of a separate 

in-depth study of its own. I will not attempt to under

take such a study here. My purpose is simply to provide 

a general overview of the main principles involved in 

such a process. With this disclaimer aside, lets return 

to our original question. Appraisers use coherentism to 

identify the genre of the work in question by comparing 

its features to a series of classificatory canons. A 

classificatory canon is a rule that specifies what we 

might call the invarieuits of a particular class of 

works.-'-̂  Invariants are features that a work must have 

in order to be classified as a certain type of work. For 

example, one of the more obvious classificatory canons is 

the rule that, in order for an artwork to be considered a 

musical composition, it must be an auditory work composed 

of sounds. An example of a more specific classificatory 

canon is the claim that a composition in sonata form must 

contain an exposition, recapitulation and development. 

Of course, each of these classificatory canons are based 

on numerous subcanons both aesthetic and nonaesthetic. 
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For example, the former is based on subcanons which 

specify what constitutes a sound or what is auditory to 

the human percipient. These subcanons are based on data 

drawn from the fields of physics and psychology and 

provide a good illustration of why aesthetic judgments 

cannot be made in isolation but require an extensive 

system of both aesthetic and nonaesthetic beliefs. 

Similarly, the latter classificatory canon is based on 

subcanons which specify what constitutes an exposition or 

developmental section. Of course, for every set of 

invariants specified by a specific canon there are 

numerous variants. For example, though all musical 

compositions must be composed of sound (the invariant), 

the type of sounds and the way they are organized (the 

variants) may be constituted in an infinite variety of 

ways. 

So prior to what we might call the critical evalua

tion of an artwork, the appraiser will need to make at 

least a preliminary classificatory judgment in order to 

set the critical process in motion. This is accomplished 

by comparing the features of the work in question with 

the invariants specified in any number of classificatory 

canons in order to find the best possible fit. Whether 

and to what extent one is justified in claiming that a 

particular work is of a certain type depends on the 

extent to which its features cohere with the invariants 
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laid down in that classification's canons. Because the 

specific canons used in the critical evaluation are 

largely determined by the work's classification, the more 

coherent the work is with the genre's invariants, the 

more likely the critical evaluation is to be justified. 

Of course, critics might argue that nothing is ever 

this simple. Since the arts are constantly evolving, it 

is not uncommon to find works that do not fit neatly into 

predetermined categories of art. Even when they do, the 

specific and general canons used in their critical evalu

ations do not apply in every case. Though classificatory 

and critical canons are generally reliable as a class, 

there are always exceptions. However, the coherentist is 

uniquely able to respond to this challenge. As we men

tioned earlier in our discussion of moral coherentism, 

nobody holds a maximally coherent system of beliefs at 

all times. When presented with an example that cannot be 

adequately explained by our current system, we may need 

to consider making any one of a number of adjustments. 

It is important to remember that any of the aesthetic 

beliefs or canons within our system, as well as the 

nonaesthetic beliefs and principles which underlie them, 

may themselves be subject to critical evaluation. In 

some cases, it may be necessary to alter or even reject 

existing beliefs, rules or principles, add new ones or 

create completely new categories in order to arrive at a 
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system of beliefs that is comprehensive enough to explain 

and justify our judgments about a wide range of artworks. 

As in the moral case, the purpose of this reevaluation 

process is to arrive at a state of reflective equilibri

um. 

In order to better understand how this process works, 

it will once again be helpful to examine a nonaesthetic 

example. Every now and then, doctors and biomedical 

researchers are confronted with the emergence of a new 

disease. It is often the case that the current system of 

beliefs is insufficiently comprehensive or coherent to 

explain the new illness. When this occurs, certain 

alterations to the system must be made. In some cases, 

the new disease is simply a mutated form of an older one. 

A good example of this is the new strain of tuberculosis 

that has recently emerged in some sectors of the American 

population. While it shares most of the features of the 

old strain, it is not as susceptible to antibiotics. 

Because of the similarities between the two strains, many 

of the more general classificatory canons may be pre

served. For example, it is not necessary to alter the 

classificatory canons that tell us what counts as a 

disease or even those that describe the invariants of 

tuberculosis. Because the features of the new strain are 

sufficiently coherent with these more general classifica

tory canons, it is not necessary to create a completely 
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new category of illness. However, because the two 

strains are different enough to require different 

approaches to treatment, the original tuberculosis 

classification will need to be divided into two subclas-

sifications. Each subclassification will require new 

canons specifying its respective invariants. The invari

ants of each subclassification will determine, at least 

in part, which rules and principles are applicable when 

studying or treating the illness. 

Of course, sometimes a new illness emerges which is 

not sufficiently coherent with the more general classifi

catory canons. In such cases, a brand new classification 

may be necessary- A good example of this is the AIDS 

virus which first surfaced in the United States in the 

early 1980's. Though AIDS patients commonly contract a 

relatively distinct set of other independently classified 

illnesses, none of these illnesses alone is capable of 

explaining the totality of the AIDS syndrome. The lack 

of coherence with any one previously classified disease 

was one of the factors that led scientists to look for a 

new virus rather than presume the less likely possibility 

that a large number of patients had contracted a freak 

succession of relatively rare diseases. So the practice 

of reevaluating classificatory canons and other princi

ples in order to arrive at a state of reflective 

equilibrium is a common one in other traditionally 
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realist disciplines such as the natural sciences. The 

comprehensive system of beliefs must be revised so that 

it is coherent with the objective facts. 

A similar process occurs when a new artform emerges. 

First of all, there are niamerous cases where a particular 

genre has evolved over time. While the more general 

classificatory canons remain the same, numerous subclas-

sifications have been developed to differentiate between 

the various types. These subclassifications may have an 

impact on the specific canons that are used in the criti

cal judgment of the artwork. For example, we would not 

use exactly the same standards or principles to judge a 

sonata form composition from the classical period as we 

would one from the Romantic period or the twentieth 

century. Of course, sometimes a new art form emerges 

which is not sufficiently coherent with even the more 

general classificatory canons of an existing genre. When 

the new work in question does not adequately cohere with 

the invariants of any preexisting classification, and 

altering the classificatory canons of those forms to 

accommodate the new work would render them incoherent 

with the works they were originally developed to explain, 

a new classification may be necessary- As with the 

example mentioned above, the goal of this adjustment 

process is to arrive at a system of beliefs and princi

ples with the explanatory power to justify our judgments 
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at all levels of generality. In fact, the process of 

continually striving to reach a state of reflective equi 

libriiun explains, at least in part, why some artworks 

which are currently regarded as masterpieces were thought 

to be horrible when they were first introduced. At the 

time they were created, they had not yet been properly 

"canonized". Because the system of principles and be

liefs was not sufficiently comprehensive to include the 

new artform, they may have been judged on the basis of 

specific critical canons that, in hindsight, were not 

relevant to their true classification. 

So the coherentist theory of justification allows for 

the possibility that the beliefs within our system may be 

justified but fallible. We may be justified in believing 

a particular claim or principle to be true because it 

coheres with all the evidence available to us at the 

time. However, if new evidence is produced, our beliefs 

may be revised. For example, when someone criticizes my 

classificatory or critical canons by citing evidence that 

appears to undermine them, he is stimulating a process of 

reevaluation in order to arrive at a system of beliefs, 

both aesthetic and nonaesthetic, that is more consistent 

with the objective facts. 

Of course, the classification of an artwork is only 

the first step in the evaluation process. Once a prelim

inary categorization has been made, we can begin the 
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process of critically evaluating the work. As we 

mentioned earlier, judgments about a particular work are 

usually inferred from specific canons relevant to its 

categorization. For example, a critic might justify his 

claim that a certain play is a poor work of art by 

pointing out that it has an unusually high number of 

characters and subplots. In doing so, he is appealing to 

the specific canon that states that plays of type X with 

large numbers of characters and subplots tend to be 

disunified. But how is this specific canon justified? 

In order to explain this, we must answer two questions: 

(1) Why is disunity a defect and (2) how is it that 

excessive numbers of characters and subplots cause works 

of type X to have that property? 

In order to fully explain this, we will need to 

explore in some detail the role of supervenience in the 

coherentist theory. As you will recall from our discus

sion of Goldman's theory in the previous chapter, a 

supervenience relationship is one in which the superven

ing property is said to exist or occur anytime certain 

base properties are present. We can further distinguish 

between strong and weak supervenience. •'•̂  Strong super

venience specifies a necessary relationship between the 

supervening property and its base properties. This means 

that the supervening property must exist or occur if its 

base properties occur regardless of any other conditions 
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or circumstances. There can be no exceptions. Weak 

supervenience, on the other hand, specifies only a 

contingent relationship. The supervening property exists 

or occurs anytime certain base properties are present 

under certain conditions or in certain contexts. If one 

of these conditions is changed, the supervening property 

will not be produced even if all the base properties are 

present. In fact, a different supervening property 

might be produced by the same base properties if the 

properties causally connected to those base properties 

are sufficiently different. With both strong and weak 

supervenience, I am presupposing an externalist theory in 

which both base and supervening properties are external 

to and mind independent of the percipient. 

How is supervenience related to the critical evalua

tion of an artwork? In order to answer this, lets return 

to our question of why disunity in a play is considered a 

defect. One possible response might be that it is in

ferred from a general canon which states that unity in an 

artwork is a merit and disunity a defect. But appeal to 

this principle only places our original question on a 

more general level. Consequently, it is not, in and of 

itself, sufficient to justify our original claim. In 

order to defend such a judgment, we must explain how this 

general canon is justified. Because this canon is a 

general one, the justification must explain not only why 
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disunity is considered a defect in plays but why it is a 

defect in all artworks. One explanation which seems 

highly coherent with the evidence is the claim that 

disunity prevents an artwork from reaching what is com

monly referred to as its instrumental purpose or goal.^^ 

The instrvimental purpose or goal refers to the reasons, 

other than the personal satisfaction of the artist, for 

which the work was created. For example, a large n\amber 

of artworks are thought to have some type of cognitive 

purpose. They are used as vehicles for disseminating 

information, recording how something looks or sounds, 

telling stories, making social or moral commentary or 

otherwise engaging the mental faculties of the percipi

ent. Other types of works have a primarily affective 

purpose. They are used to express emotions or invoke a 

certain psychological response, such as pleasure, in the 

viewer or listener. 

The instrumental purpose of a work, whether cogni

tive, affective or some combination of both is largely 

determined by the work's classification. Certain invari

ants have a tendency to make a work more suitable to one 

type of instrumental purpose and less suitable to others. 

This point can best be demonstrated by comparing two 

different styles of visual art. Post-Renaissance Western 

representational painting is commonly constructed using 

what might be referred to as the "open window" technique. 
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The artist chooses a single station point from which 

to paint the picture. He then paints, in proper 

perspective, everything that can be seen from that van

tage point. Such works almost always contain a central 

vanishing point. The idea is to give the percipient the 

feeling that he is viewing the scene through an open 

window. Only one scene is depicted at a time and the 

observer is actually placed in the scene. 

Like Western post-Renaissance painting Japanese art 

in the yamato-e style is also constructed from a single 

station point. However, this station point is placed at 

what is referred to as optical infinity. Rather than 

placing the observer directly into the scene depicted, 

the painting is viewed from an aerial or "birds eye" 

view. This allows the observer to witness numerous 

events rather than a single scene. This is further 

accomplished by removing all central vanishing points. 

In many cases, the tops of the houses are removed so that 

the viewer can look directly into the private lives of 

the people depicted. These two examples clearly indicate 

how a change in invariants can dramatically alter the 

instrumental purpose of the work. By changing the loca

tion of the station point, one style draws the observer 

into the scene making him an integral part of the events 

depicted while the other relegates him to the role of 

impartial observer. By retaining the central vanishing 
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point. Western painting tends to more accurately depict 

the way a scene actually looks to the naked eye but rules 

out the possibility of showing multiple scenes or events. 

By rejecting the central vanishing point, Japanese paint

ing does just the opposite. Though it is capable of 

telling a story by depicting numerous events, the scenes 

depicted appear less "real" than those show in the West

ern style.^^ So certain instrumental purposes may be 

ruled out depending on the invariants selected. The 

classification of the work will determine what instrumen

tal purpose(s) the listener or observer can expect the 

artwork to serve. 

Artworks are frequently judged, at least in part, by 

how well they fulfill the instrumental purpose expected 

of works from their particular classification. Those 

that fulfill those expectations to a high degree are 

frequently judged as good works while those that fail to 

meet the expected instrumental goal are often judged as 

poor ones. This explains why disvmity would be consid

ered a defect in virtually all artworks. Generally, 

works which are disunified do not effectively perform the 

myriad of functions commonly associated with particular 

genres. For example, a play which is disunified to a 

high degree will fail to effectively relay the intended 

story or message leaving the audience confused rather 

than enlightened. This claim can be justified by appeal 
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to an extensive body of cognitive and psychological data 

which documents how people perceive certain types of 

events. These psychological facts and principles can be 

further justified by appeal to principles about the 

reliability of scientific data and so forth. In fact, 

this example once again illustrates the role of nonaes

thetic beliefs in the justification of aesthetic 

judgments. 

Now that we have explained why disunity is generally 

considered to be a defect in most artworks, how can we 

determine whether and to what extent a particular artwork 

possesses that property? Some have argued that disunity, 

like other evaluative aesthetic properties, supervenes on 

certain nonevaluative base properties found within an 

artwork. But as we know from previous discussion, it is 

virtually impossible to name all the base properties 

that, when combined would cause disunity to occur in 

every single case. The base properties which cause 

disunity in a play may be completely different from those 

that cause that property to exist in a visual artwork or 

a musical composition. Theorists such as Ayer claimed 

that the inability to name all the base properties that 

would necessitate a particular aesthetic ascription 

proved that aesthetic evaluation could not be objective. 

Because it was always possible to find an exception to 

every set of base properties offered, it was thought 
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that the truth of aesthetic judgments could not be 

conclusively verified. Earlier we noted that one of the 

primary reasons disunity is considered a defect in virtu

ally all artworks is because it prevents them from 

reaching their instrumental goal. But because different 

classifications of art have such different instrumental 

purposes, the properties which prevent one category of 

art from reaching its instrumental goal may be completely 

different from those in another. This is why it is 

virtually impossible to name a strong supervenience base 

that would necessitate disunity in every case. 

However, objectivity can be preserved if we under

stand evaluative aesthetic properties such as disunity in 

terms of weak supervenience. As we mentioned earlier, 

weak supervenience specifies a contingent rather than a 

necessary relationship. An aesthetic property which 

supervenes weakly is said to exist or occur anytime 

certain base properties are present under certain 

conditions or in certain contexts. According to such a 

theory, the conditions under which certain base proper

ties would produce a specified supervening property would 

be determined largely by the variants and invariants of 

each art classification. For example, disunity could be 

said to supervene weakly on excessive numbers of charac

ters and subplots (the base properties) in plays with 



121 

invariants A, B and C and variants X, Y and Z (the 

conditions). What counts as "excessive" would be deter

mined by psychological principles specifying the number 

of characters and/or subplots required to obscure the 

storyline or message given the particular work's variants 

and invariants. Because aesthetic properties only super

vene weakly, the base properties mentioned above would 

not necessarily produce disunity if the category of art 

or subclassification were changed. Altering the classi

fication or subclassification involves changing the 

conditions required to guarantee the supervening proper

ty. Whether or not disunity would continue to supervene 

on the same base properties in the new category would be 

dependent upon whether they prevented the new genre from 

reaching its instrumental goal. This would, once again 

be determined by cognitive and perceptual data drawn from 

the field of psychology. 

According to the theory of weak supervenience out

lined above, supervening aesthetic properties such as 

unity, gracefulness, balance, beauty, sadness, joyful-

ness, or serenity can be constituted a number of 

different ways depending on the classification of the 

artwork and the combination of variants and invariants it 

employs. Such a theory, in conjunction with coherentism, 

provides a strong counterargument to Ayer's objections. 

Ayer argued that aesthetic judgments could not be 
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objectively true or false because it was impossible to 

name all of the base properties that would guarantee the 

presence of a particular ascription in every case. 

Because it was impossible to list a standard set of 

criteria for the application of aesthetic terms, the 

validity of aesthetic judgments could not be tested. 

Consequently, Ayer concluded that aesthetic judgments 

were not based on properties at all but were simply 

expressions of feeling. However, Ayer's requirements for 

objectivity are overstated because aesthetic judgments 

can be effectively tested against a weak supervenience 

base. It is not necessary (or possible) to name all the 

properties that would entail a particular aesthetic 

ascription in every single category of art in order to 

test particular aesthetic claims. We need only test such 

claims against the criteria for the specific category of 

art under consideration. If the artwork we are evaluat

ing possesses the properties and conditions that would 

constitute the aesthetic ascription we are proposing then 

the judgment is objectively true. If not, the judgment 

is false. In such a case, the judgment is coherent with 

the criteria. Furthermore, the rules and principles used 

to determine the criteria are coherent with an extensive 

system of beliefs both aesthetic and nonaesthetic making 

our judgment even more justified. 
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Though the weak supervenience theory successfully 

deflects Ayer's arguments, there are other familiar 

objections that could be raised. One such criticism is 

the claim that the theory we have proposed falls prey to 

the Open Question Argument and, consequently, commits the 

Naturalistic Fallacy. The weak supervenience theory 

claims that evaluative aesthetic properties and qualities 

such as unity, gracefulness, beauty and balance are 

ultimately composed of nothing more than nonevaluative 

aesthetic properties and qualities such as lines, rhythm, 

pitch, color and so on. To state it more simply, super

vening evaluative aesthetic properties and qualities just 

are nonevaluative aesthetic properties and qualities. 

But critics might argue that such a claim can be disprov-

en with the Open Question Argument because it is always 

an open question whether or not the base properties named 

are, in fact, the supervening property in question. The 

mere fact that we can intelligibly ask whether or not an 

artwork with base properties X, Y and Z possesses super

vening property W shows that the base and supervening 

properties are not identical with one another. If they 

were, the question would not make sense because it would 

be like asking whether an artwork with property X pos

sesses property X. 

The problem with the Open Question Argument is that 

it presumes that when we say an artwork (or any other 
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object for that matter) with base properties X, Y and Z 

possesses supervening property W, we are making an iden

tity claim. In making such a statement, we are saying 

that base properties X, Y and Z are identical with 

supervening property W in much the same way that water is 

identical with H20 or pain is identical with C fiber 

firings in the brain. This presumption is understandable 

given our claim that supervening evaluative aesthetic 

properties and qualities are constituted by nonevaluative 

aesthetic properties and qualities. Nevertheless, Brink 

points out that this arguement involves an error in 

failing to recognize that, while supervening properties 

that are identical with their base properties are, as a 

matter of necessity, constituted by those base proper

ties, it does not follow that supervening properties that 

are constituted by their base properties are necessarily 

identical with those properties. It is perfectly possi

ble for an object or property to be composed of other 

properties without being identical to them. For example, 

the desk upon which I am writing is composed of numerous 

particles of wood. Yet we would not say that the desk is 

identical to those particles. It is merely constituted 

by them. In fact, even if the desk were constituted by 

completely different properties, that would not change 

the fact that it is a desk.^* A similar claim can be 

made about aesthetic properties and qualities. For 
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example, gracefulness can be constituted in some types of 

artworks by a combination of nonevaluative aesthetic 

properties such as smooth, flowing, delicate lines. 

However, gracefulness is not identical with those 

properties and may even be constituted by different 

properties in other types of artworks. How can one tell 

the difference between claims of constitution and identi

ty? This can be determined by applying the following 

rule offered by David Brink: 

If 0 actually composes F, but F can be, or 
could have been, realized differently, then G 
constitutes, but is not identical with F.^^ 

According to this rule, we know that the assertion that 

water is composed of H20 is an identity claim because the 

property "water" could not be composed of any substances 

other than hydrogen and oxygen. On the other hand, we 

know that the claim that a desk is composed of particles 

of wood is a constitutional one because a desk could be 

composed of other substances such as metal or plastic. 

Similarly, we know that supervening aesthetic properties 

are constituted but not identical with certain sets of 

base properties because they could be constituted by 

other sets of base properties in different categories of 

art. Since aesthetic judgments make constitutional 

rather than identity claims, the Open Question Argument 

fails to undermine the theory. 
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Though coherentism can be successfully defended 

against the Open Question Argument, critics may argue 

that it is still fundamentally flawed in other ways. For 

example, how does this new formulation of the inferential 

theory escape the problem of vicious circularity which 

plagued its predecessors? As you will recall from our 

earlier discussion in chapter two, the inferential 

theory was developed in order to solve the problem of 

vicious regress inherent in a strictly linear theory of 

justification. This was accomplished by allowing the 

inferential chains of justification to loop back on 

themselves forming a sort of justificatory circle. Brink 

claims that, according to this theory, "one's belief p is 

justified by one's belief q, which is justified by one's 

belief r which is justified ultimately, at least in part, 

by one's belief p."^° However, this type of justifica

tion was rejected because it was thought that such a 

theory would allow one to "prove" virtually anything. 

One could claim that a particular belief was justified 

because it was coherent with all the other beliefs in a 

certain justificatory circle. Yet all the beliefs in 

that circle could be completely false. There is nothing 

to guarantee that the beliefs in any justificatory circle 

would accurately reflect the true state of affairs in the 

real world. Any theory that would allow justification by 

appeal to false premises is unacceptable. Additionally, 
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circular reasoning is simply question begging because it 

allows the beliefs which support a particular claim to be 

inferred from the claim itself. Critics argue that 

coherentism does nothing to resolve these fundamental 

problems. It simply substitutes very large, comprehen

sive circles of justification for smaller ones. 

Though the differences between the inferential theory 

and coherentism may, at first glance, seem trivial, the 

coherentist practice of testing claims against a compre

hensive system of beliefs rather than small justificatory 

circles makes an enormous difference. As we mentioned 

above, the problem with small circles of justification is 

that they do not generate any constraints. Though the 

beliefs in these circles may be coherent with one anoth

er, there is nothing to insure that they accurately 

reflect the true state of affairs in the natural world. 

According to such a theory, it is possible to hold a 

belief as objectively true even if it is justified by 

beliefs which are all false. To state it another way, 

there is nothing to prevent small justificatory circles 

from being "free floating" with no "contact with 

reality." Coherentism solves this problem by requiring 

that a belief be coherent with a comprehensive system of 

other beliefs, rather than just a few beliefs in a small 

circle, in order to be justified. The problem with the 

inferential theory is that the beliefs within the small 
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justificatory circle do not have to be coherent with any 

other beliefs outside the circle including observational, 

scientific, psychological and sociological beliefs about 

the nature of the real world. This is precisely what 

allows them to be "free floating". With coherentism, on 

the other hand, all justified beliefs are required to be 

coherent with the totality of other beliefs one holds 

including beliefs about the makeup of the natural world. 

Since false beliefs would not be coherent with this 

comprehensive system, no claim could be justified by 

appeal to a circle of false beliefs which are totally at 

odds with the facts about the real world. Consequently, 

such a system would not allow one to prove virtually 

anything because not every possible belief would mesh 

with the system as a whole.^' 

Even though coherentism's comprehensive system of 

beliefs insures contact with reality, critics may still 

argue that it is an unacceptable theory of justification 

because it does not prevent one from justifying a partic

ular claim with beliefs that are ultimately inferred from 

the claim itself. Only a strictly linear theory of 

justification would prevent this from happening. But as 

we discussed earlier, linear theories are unacceptable 

because they trade vicious circularity for vicious re

gress. This is a very powerful argument because, if 

true, it could force us to deny, not only the possibility 
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of objectivity in aesthetics or ethics, but in any field 

whatsoever including the natural sciences. Fortunately, 

it is not necessary to accept this skeptical position 

because coherentism can be successfully defended. This 

argument is derived from a mistaken conception of coher

entism. Because coherentism avoids the problem of 

vicious regress in the same way that the inferential 

theory does, many have presumed that the theories are 

essentially identical with the exception that coherentism 

uses much larger circles of justification. If it is 

circular reasoning to say that belief A is justified by 

belief B which is justified by belief C which, in turn, 

is justified by belief A, why would it be any less circu

lar with a larger justificatory circle? But this is not 

the way the justificatory process actually works with 

coherentism. The comprehensive system of beliefs used to 

justify our claims should not be characterized as a neat 

circle where each belief is completely and thoroughly 

justified by inference from the belief directly behind it 

in the chain, but as a mesh of intertwined and interde

pendent beliefs. When we test a particular claim, we are 

testing it to see how well it coheres with the entire 

system, not just one particular belief within that sys

tem. Since every belief within the system is justified 

by its coherence with the totality of other beliefs 

within the system, no belief can be justified solely by 
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inference from the claim we are trying to prove. Though 

the claim we are trying to prove may further justify 

other beliefs within the system, those beliefs could 

still be justified without our claim because of their 

coherence with other beliefs within the infrastructure. 

Though the beliefs which justify our claim can be par

tially justified by that claim, the fact that they can 

also be justified independently of our claim by other 

beliefs in the system eliminates the circular reasoning 

argument. 

Of course, sometimes it may seem as though we are 

justifying particular judgments by inferring them from 

one particular principle or canon. However, this is 

something of an illusion. In order to understand why 

things seem the way they do, it will be necessary to 

differentiate between systematic and contextualist justi-

f ication.-^^ Systematic justification is complete and 

total justification. It involves justifying not only the 

claim we are trying to prove but every belief or princi

ple invoked to support it, every belief invoked to 

support those beliefs and so on until all the beliefs in 

the comprehensive system have been justified. The prob

lem with systematic justification is that it is very time 

consuming. If we systematically justified every judgment 

we made, we would never get anything done. So we 

. 
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frequently settle for contextualist justification. 

Contextualist justification is only partial justifica

tion. When a judgment is contextually justified, it is 

justified by a small group of beliefs or principles which 

are simply held to be true. Though each of these beliefs 

or principles could be systematically justified, we 

generally do not take the time to do so in every case 

because they have proven reliable in the past. Of 

course, if we are presented with information which sug

gests that these principles are false, we may have to 

examine their justification in more detail. But for the 

most part, they are simply presumed to be true. Contex

tualist justification explains why it may seem as though 

a particular judgment is inferred from a single belief or 

a short linear chain of beliefs. When we invoke one of 

these justificatory beliefs or principles, it is impor

tant to remember that we are invoking all the other 

beliefs that support it even if those beliefs are not 

overtly stated. So no belief in the coherentist system 

is ever totally justified by appeal to a single belief. 

To summarize, coherentism provides a plausible real

ist account of aesthetic evaluation that successfully 

avoids the problems of its predecessors. It meets the 

necessary requirement for objectivity by giving an ac

count of when we are justified in believing aesthetic 

judgments to be true. Whether and to what extent we are 
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warranted in believing an aesthetic judgment to be true 

is dependent on whether and to what extent that judgment 

coheres or fails to cohere with a comprehensive system of 

beliefs both aesthetic and nonaesthetic. Coherentism 

avoids the problem of vicious regress by allowing the 

beliefs within the comprehensive system to be justified 

by their coherence with one another, avoids the problems 

of foundationalism by eliminating self-justifying beliefs 

and avoids the problems of the inferential theory by 

requiring that beliefs be coherent with the totality of 

other beliefs we hold including scientific, psychological 

and sociological data about the nature of the real world. 

Additionally, coherentism's use of the theory of weak 

supervenience successfully solves the problem of the Open 

Question Argument while avoiding the skeptical position 

of antirealists such as Ayer. 
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NOTES 

1. Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundation of Ethics, 
-116-117. 

2. Ibid., 105. 

3. Ibid., 105. 

4. Ibid., 106. These points closely parallel Brink's 
discussion. 

5. Ibid. 

6. Ibid., 104. 

7. Cf., Ibid. 

8. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 534. 

9. Beardsley, Aesthetics; Problems in the Philosophy of 
Art Criticism, 465-466. 

10. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, 
12-15. This terminology is loosely borrowed from 
Gibson's work on visual perception. Gibson refers to 
invariants as those things in the environment which are 
completely rigid and unchanging or "persistent." By 
contrast, variants are those things in the environment 
that are in a state of change or motion. Gibson claims 
that any environment must consist of both features. 
Similarly, any artistic genre must have certain features 
which are "persistent" as well as those subject to 
change. Invariants allow us to classify or identify 
particular types of works much in the same way that 
certain "persistent" landmarks allow us to recognize or 
identify a particular location in the environment. The 
invariants, on the other hand, allow the creative process 
to take place within the confines of the genre. Ken 
Walton suggests a similar idea in his 1970 article enti
tled "Categories of Art," where he speaks of standard, 
variable and contrastandard features. 

11. Brink, op. cit., 160-161. This discussion closely 
parallels Brink's analysis. 

12. Beardsley, op. cit., 510. The idea of an 
instrumental purpose or goal is loosely based on 
Beardsley's definition. 
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13. Hagen, Varieties of Realism, 116-156. I own this 
example to Margaret Hagen, whose book applies J. J. 
Gibson's theories on visual perception to the study of 
visual art. 

14. Brink, op. cit., 157-158. I owe this argument and 
the example that follows to Brink who makes similar 
claims about moral facts and properties. 

15. Ibid., 157. 

16. Ibid., 105. 

17. Cf. Ibid., 122-125. 

18. Ibid., 123-125. I owe the distinction between con
textualist and systematic justification as well as the 
related argiiments that follow to Brink who uses similar 
arguments in his discussions about coherentist justifica
tion in ethics. 



CHAPTER VI 

SUMMARY 

As we have seen, a coherentist approach to aesthetic 

realism is capable of withstanding the objections levied 

against earlier realist theories while providing a for

midable challenge to the antirealist.^ First of all, 

coherentism is capable of providing a plausible explana

tion of the way we normally discuss and deliberate about 

artworks. As we mentioned at the outset of this disser

tation, we usually express ourselves in declamatory 

language when making evaluative statements about art

works. We commonly assert that certain artworks are good 

or bad, original or trite, beautiful or ugly and that we 

know that they are so. We frequently ascribe properties 

and qualities to artworks such as graceful, balanced, 

integrated, moving and serene as though those properties 

truly existed within the artwork and can be identified by 

any rational and observant individual. We frequently 

deliberate about the value of artworks as though there 

really were a correct answer. Such behavior is very easy 

to understand on coherentist assumptions because coheren

tism asserts the existence of aesthetic properties and 

qualities that are external to and mind independent of 

the appraiser. In other words, aesthetic claims are 

precisely what they appear to be--claims that purport to 

135 
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describe, quite literally, the properties and qualities 

and/or relations of properties and qualities possessed by 

artworks. 

Because the aesthetic coherentist believes in the 

existence of aesthetic properties and qualities, the 

purpose of aesthetic deliberation is equally easy to 

understand. On coherentist assumptions, the reason we 

deliberate, discuss and argue about artworks is in order 

to discover the properties which underlie aesthetic 

ascriptions or to discover certain objective truths about 

the work in question. Such deliberation is an attempt to 

reach an understanding or conclusion about the facts and, 

subsequently, a judgment about the value of the artwork. 

On the other hand, this type of discourse is very 

difficult to understand on antirealist assumptions. 

Antirealists deny the existence of aesthetic properties 

and qualities and true aesthetic claims. As we saw in 

our discussion of Ayer's theory, many antirealists claim 

that aesthetic judgments are nothing more than cognitive

ly empty statements which merely express the appraiser's 

feelings about or reaction to a certain artwork. Howev

er, these arguments proved to be unsuccessful for a 

number of reasons. First of all, such an account fails 

to explain why we use declamatory language when we talk 

about artworks. If there were really no such thing as 

genuine aesthetic properties and qualities, why do we 
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speak as though there are? If aesthetic evaluations are 

simply expressions of the appraiser's feelings and do not 

refer to any genuine properties, why are they disguised 

as assertions of fact? Some antirealists have argued 

that we use this type of language because it is more 

effective in persuading others to adopt our feeling or 

attitude about a given work. But why should it matter if 

someone else adopts our feelings? If our feelings are 

not based on any kind of objective facts or properties 

why should we care if others share our feelings or not? 

The point of aesthetic deliberation is rather bewildering 

on antirealist assumptions. 

Another problem with antirealist theories is that 

they fail to adequately explain why we use one aesthetic 

term rather than another. According to Ayer, there is no 

logical connection between aesthetic terms and aesthetic 

properties possessed by artworks. Aesthetic judgments 

should be understood as mere indicators of the 

appraiser's response. The aesthetic term chosen indi

cates the level of positive or negative response to a 

given factual situation. But if this were the case, how 

are we to understand judgments in which more than one 

aesthetic term is used? For example, if someone were to 

claim that an artwork was both powerful and beautiful, he 

would be making a redundant statement by claiming that he 

approved of the work twice. And if someone were to claim 



138 

that an artwork was both powerful and ugly he would be 

expressing contradictory feelings. So antirealist 

accounts such as Ayer's do not provide a plausible 

explanation of the way aesthetic terms are used. Since 

the antirealist conception of aesthetic evaluation is 

strongly counterintuitive, and a coherentist conception 

of realism appears to provide a natural explanation of 

our discourse, we have compelling reasons to presume in 

favor of realism. 

In addition to providing a plausible explanation of 

aesthetic discourse, coherentism is uniquely able to 

surmount the objections which undermined its realist 

predecessors and led to the widespread adoption of anti-

realism. As we mentioned in chapter two, in order for a 

realist theory of any kind to ensure the objectivity of 

statements made within a given discipline, it must pro

vide an explanation of when we are justified in believing 

those claims to be true. Other realist theories have had 

difficulty accomplishing this without resulting in vi

cious circularity or vicious regress. Early realist 

theories attempted to satisfy the justificatory require

ment by inferring particular claims from more general 

rules or principles. However, this was problematic 

because these general rules and principles also required 

justification. In order to meet the requirement that 
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justifying beliefs themselves be justified, the inference 

process would have to continue indefinitely. 

The foundationalists attempted to solve the regress 

problem by claiming that all foundational beliefs are 

ultimately inferred, sometimes through long linear 

chains, from a small group of foundational beliefs which 

are self-justifying. When the justificatory process 

reached the foundational belief, no further justification 

was needed. Consequently, the vicious regress was halt

ed. However, this theory was rejected because the claim 

that fovindational beliefs are self-justifying is circu

lar. In order to be justified in holding a belief, one 

must have a reason for believing it to be true. The 

belief itself cannot also be the reason for believing 

it to be true. Consequently, no belief can be self-

justifying or foundational. 

With the rejection of foundationalism it was thought 

that only one additional theory could incorporate the 

justificatory requirement and, at the same time, avoid 

the vicious regress. We referred to this theory in 

chapter two as the inferential theory. The inferential 

theory solved the problem of vicious regress by allowing 

the justificatory chains to loop back on themselves 

forming a sort of justificatory circle. A belief A may 

be inferred from belief B which may be inferred from 

belief C which, in turn, may be inferred from belief A. 
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According to this theory, a belief is justified if it 

coheres with other beliefs sufficiently to form a com

plete circle. 

However, the inferential theory was also rejected for 

two primary reasons. First of all, critics argued that, 

by allowing the chains of justification to loop back on 

themselves, the inferential theory simply traded vicious 

regress for vicious circularity. Such a theory, it was 

claimed, would allow a person to "prove" virtually any

thing. Truth could not be guaranteed if the beliefs 

within the justificatory circle depended upon each other 

for justification. If the beliefs used to justify a 

particular claim were inferred from the claim itself, it 

would fall prey to the same type of circularity argument 

that was used to deny the possibility of foundational 

beliefs. Secondly, it was argued that the inferential 

theory could not guarantee "contact with reality." How 

could we be sure that the beliefs in the justificatory 

circle were consistent with the external objective facts. 

What would prevent a person from holding a circle of 

"justified" beliefs that were, nonetheless, all false? 

Just because a group of beliefs are coherent with each 

other does not necessarily prove they are true. Because 

of these criticisms, the inferential theory was rejected. 

With both foundationalism and the inferential theory 

undermined, it was thought impossible to form a theory of 
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justification that did not result in vicious circularity 

or vicious regress. Since there can be no realism with

out a theory of justification, many people adopted 

antirealist positions. However, as we demonstrated in 

chapter five, it is not necessary to adopt such a skepti

cal view because the inferential theory can be salvaged 

by expanding it into a coherentist theory of justifica

tion. The primary difference between coherentism and the 

inferential theory is that the former requires that a 

belief be coherent with a comprehensive system of other 

independently well supported beliefs in order to be 

justified while the latter requires that the belief be 

coherent with only a small justificatory circle. It is 

precisely this distinction that made it possible for 

coherentism to overcome all of the problems of the infer

ential theory. The problem with the inferential theory 

is that the beliefs within the small justificatory circle 

do not have to be coherent with any other beliefs outside 

the circle including observational, scientific, psycho

logical or sociological beliefs about the nature of the 

real world. Consequently, there was no way to insure 

that these so-called "justified" beliefs were consistent 

with reality. One could hold a small circle of beliefs 

that were all coherent but false. With coherentism, on 

the other had, all justified beliefs are required to be 

coherent with the totality of other beliefs one holds 
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including beliefs about the makeup of the natural world. 

Since false beliefs would not be coherent with this 

comprehensive system, no claim could be justified by 

appeal to a circle of false beliefs which are totally at 

odds with the facts about the real world. Consequently, 

such a system would not allow one to prove virtually 

anything because not every possible belief would mesh 

with the system as a whole. 

Additionally, coherentism was able to overcome the 

second major objection against the inferential theory, 

namely that it involves a viciously circular theory of 

justification because it does not prevent one from justi

fying a particular claim with beliefs that are ultimately 

inferred from the claim itself. Because coherentism 

avoids the problem of vicious regress in the same way 

that the inferential theory does, many presumed that the 

theories were essentially identical with the exception 

that coherentism uses much larger circles of justifica

tion. It was argued that this problem was not avoided 

simply by using larger justificatory circles. But as we 

demonstrated in chapter five, coherentism does not fall 

prey to this argument. Unlike the method used in the 

inferential theory, the comprehensive system of beliefs 

used to justify our claims using the coherentist approach 

should not be characterized as a neat circle where each 

belief is thoroughly justified by inference from the 
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belief directly behind it in the chain, but as a mesh of 

intertwined and interdependent beliefs. When we test a 

particular claim, we are testing it to see how well it 

coheres with the entire system, not just one particular 

belief within the system. Since every belief within the 

system is justified by its coherence with the totality of 

other beliefs within the system, no belief can be justi

fied solely by inference from the claim we are trying to 

prove. Though the claim we are trying to prove may 

further justify other beliefs within the system, those 

beliefs could still be justified without our claim be

cause of their coherence with other beliefs within the 

infrastructure. Though the beliefs which justify our 

claim can be partially justified by that claim, the fact 

that they can also be justified independently of our 

claim by other beliefs in the system eliminates the 

circular reasoning argument. 

So a coherentist theory of justification in uniquely 

able to meet the crucial realist requirement that any 

objectivist theory provide an explanation of when we are 

justified in believing a particular claim to be true. 

According to coherentism, we are warranted in believing a 

particular aesthetic claim if it is coherent with our 

comprehensive system of beliefs both aesthetic and 

nonaesthetic. The claim's coherence with that system 

explains, at least in part, why one believes the claim to 
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be true. So a coherentist theory of justification can 

successfully undermine the skeptic's claim that it is not 

possible to devise a realist theory that successfully 

incorporates the justificatory requirement. 

In addition to resolving the justificatory problem, 

coherentism is able to overcome two other arguments that 

were thought to be major stumbling blocks for realist 

theories of aesthetic evaluation. The first is Ayer's 

claim that it is impossible to test the validity of 

aesthetic judgments because it is impossible to name all 

of the base properties that would guarantee the presence 

of a particular ascription in every case. For example, 

graceful works of art often contain smooth, flowing 

lines. However, there are some artworks that are grace

ful that do not contain these elements. Without any 

standard criteria to determine what properties constitute 

gracefulness, it was argued, there is no way to determine 

whether or not an aesthetic claim which attributes this 

property to a given artwork is true or false. 

However, as we mentioned in chapter five, coherentism 

resolves this problem by claiming that aesthetic 

properties and qualities supervene weakly on, and are 

constituted by, a given set of nonevaluative base 

properties. Weak supervenience specifies a contingent 

relationship which states that the supervening aesthetic 

property exists or occurs anytime certain base properties 
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are present under certain conditions or in certain 

contexts. If the context were to change, the base 

properties that produced a particular aesthetic property 

in one instance would not necessarily produce that 

property in another. For example, in certain classifica

tions of artworks, properties X, Y and Z might produce 

unity. However, in another type of artwork, where the 

variants and invariants of that type of work were suffi

ciently different, base properties X, Y and Z would not 

necessarily produce unity and might produce some other 

property. Though weak supervenience does not guarantee 

the existence of a particular aesthetic property every 

time certain base properties occur, it does guarantee the 

existence of particular aesthetic properties every time 

certain base properties occur in certain contexts or 

under certain conditions. Therefore, it is possible to 

test the validity of certain aesthetic claims by checking 

to see if the appropriate nonevaluative base properties 

are present under the conditions that would produce that 

property in that particular art classification. So 

Ayer's requirement for objectivity is overstated because 

aesthetic judgments can be tested without naming a strong 

supervenience base that would guarantee the existence of 

a particular aesthetic ascription in every single case 

under any conditions. 
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The final argument that was thought to stand in the 

way of a realist account of aesthetic realism was G. E. 

Moore's Open Question Argument. As we mentioned above, 

coherentism claims that aesthetic properties and quali

ties such as unity, gracefulness, beauty and balance 

supervene weakly upon, and are thus constituted by, 

nonevaluative aesthetic properties such as lines, rhythm, 

pitch, color and so on. To state it more simply, aes

thetic properties and qualities just are nonevaluative 

properties and qualities. But Moore argued that such a 

claim can be disproven with the Open Question Argument 

because it is always an open question whether or not the 

base properties named are, in fact, the supervening 

property in question. The mere fact that we can intelli

gibly ask whether or not an artwork with base properties 

X, Y and Z possess supervening property W shows that the 

base and supervening properties are not identical with 

one another. If they were, the question would not make 

sense because it would be like asking whether an artwork 

with property X possesses property X. 

But as we argued in chapter five, the problem with 

the Open Question argument is that it presumes that when 

we say and artwork (or any other object for that matter) 

with base properties X, Y and Z possesses supervening 

property W, we are making an identity claim. In making 

such a statement, we are thought to be saying that base 
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properties X, Y and Z are identical with supervening 

property W in much the same way that water is identical 

with H20. However, such a claim involves an error be

cause it fails to recognize that, while supervening 

properties that are identical with their base properties 

are, as a matter of necessity, constituted by those base 

properties, it does not follow that supervening proper

ties that are constituted by their base properties are 

necessarily identical with those properties. As we 

demonstrated in chapter five, it is perfectly possible 

for an object or property to be composed of other proper

ties without being identical to them. For example, desks 

are constituted by numerous particles of wood but we 

would not say that a desk is identical with those parti

cles. It is merely constituted by them. A similar claim 

can be made about aesthetic properties and qualities. 

For example, gracefulness can be constituted in some 

types of artworks by a combination of smooth, flowing, 

delicate lines. However, gracefulness is not identical 

with those properties and may even be constituted by 

different properties in other types of artworks. Since 

aesthetic judgments make constitutional rather than 

identity claims, the Open Question Argument fails to 

undermine the theory. 

So coherentism appears, on all accounts, to provide 

solid reasons for adopting a realist theory of aesthetic 
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evaluation. Such a theory provides an intelligible 

explanation of the declamatory language we use when 

making aesthetic judgments and the process of aesthetic 

deliberation. Additionally, coherentism has accomplished 

what other realist theories have failed to do—it has 

supplied us with a theory of justification that not only 

avoids both vicious circularity and vicious regress but 

insures that our aesthetic judgments are grounded in 

reality. Finally, the coherentist is uniquely capable of 

answering the challenge provided by G. E. Moore's Open 

Question Argument. Because coherentism can successfully 

answer these challenges while avoiding the problems 

encountered by antirealist positions, we have good reason 

to accept a coherentist theory of aesthetic realism. 
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NOTES 

1. For a thorough discussion of the following arguments 
and their relation to the philosophical literature, see 
the relevant chapters. 
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