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Long, Edwin. (1875)  
The Babylonian Marriage Market. 



                           Matthew Kieran is a contemporary British philosopher, 
     interested in what psychology teaches us about             
     how people arrive at aesthetic judgments         
     (of artworks & non-art objects). 

 
 

His article “The Fragility of Aesthetic Knowledge” explains how  

•  our evaluations of artworks can be impacted by factors that                       
we probably wouldn’t expect to have any bearing on aesthetic judgments. 

–  “…it will be argued that attention to empirical work on judgments                
of taste and appreciative claims presents a particular challenge                     
to traditional aesthetics.” 

•  Recent work in the empirical sciences suggests that                                     
–  we are extremely bad at recognizing when, where,                                    

and why we like something (or at least think we do).  

•  We think we know why we like the art we do.  
–  Yet all sorts of subconscious factors from status cues and subliminal 

familiarity to social signals influence appreciation & judgment.” (32) 
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“We take it as a mark or indeed constitutive of something's being                
aesthetically valuable that, at least under certain conditions,  
•  an object gives rise to pleasure in our appreciation of it.  

–  Thus where we derive pleasure from our appreciative engagement with a work  
–  we have defeasible* reason to judge it to be good as art. 

Ø A defeasible reason is one that could be overruled or defeated                  
by additional evidence challenging the truth of the conclusion. 

-  Thus, Kieran’s claim is that getting pleasure from an artwork suggests, 
but does not guarantee, that an artwork is aesthetically good. 

   

Degas, Edgar. 
(1890) 

Dancers, Pink 
and Green. 

Steinlen, 
Théophile 
Alexandre. 
(1894)  
Les Chats. 
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We also recognize that our appreciation and judgments can go awry. 
 

–  The conditions under which we are apprehending something                                   
or the state we are in can distort aesthetic judgment  

–  and there is a crucial role for expertise.” 

–  Here Kieran cites Hume’s discussion in “On the Standard of Taste”, 
about how genuine aesthetic judgments of art works are made            
by ideal critics, who only judge works 
»  under proper conditions for experiencing the work                      

(e.g., good lighting, no distractions, perfect vision),  
»  and after refining their taste with plenty of experience            

viewing and comparing different artworks. 

   

Mitchell, Joan. (1960) Untitled. Twombly, Cy. (2001) Lepanto VII. 4	  



The artworld seems to operate under the belief that 
certain individuals are more qualified than others   
to make accurate aesthetic assessments. 
 

•  E.g., we assume that big-shot art collectors            
have a big impact on the contemporary art market 
because they have superior taste. 

•  If we don’t understand why they judge                         
a particular work as being valuable or not, 
–  we make sense of our confusion                           

by reasoning that our own aesthetic taste  
(capacity for judgment) isn’t refined enough          
to detect what is good in the works they prize,    
or what is bad in the ones they reject. 

•  That is, we believe that they know something crucial 
about aesthetic value that we do not. 
–  We assume that they base their judgments on 

reasons, having to do with features of the works 
whose goodness or badness we are not  
sufficiently sensitive to. 

Twombly, Cy. (2008)  
Bacchus. (On display in the 

Gagosian Gallery, Paris) 

Serra, Richard. (2015) Ramble 3-6.  
(Gagosian Gallery New York)  5	  



Kieran agrees with Walton that: 
 

•  “A work's aesthetic features depend not merely                                                       
on its directly perceivable non‐aesthetic ones  

•  but also on its relational ones.  

–  What it is to identify a work as belonging                                                            
to a certain appreciatively relevant category  

–  and thus what its relevant representational,                                                
expressive, and cognitive features are,  
•  often requires a large amount of                                                        

relational knowledge (Walton 1970),” 

•  that is, knowledge about whether its features are standard,               
variable, or contra-standard relative to the category it is perceived in. 

 

•  Devoid of background knowledge we might be unable to identify and thus 
appreciate appropriately something  as an Impressionist painting, a late Titian,       
an ironic pastiche of a particular literary style, or bluegrass music.  

 

•  Furthermore judgments of creativity and originality depend upon historical          
and comparative judgments.” (33) 

Ø We assume that good art critics make use of their                           
relational knowledge to make good judgments. 

Titian. (1576) The Flaying of Marsyas.  
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“Aesthetic objects designed to reward appreciative activity are typically complex 
and dense so small differences in tone, marking, or articulation can affect the 
aesthetic character of a piece.  
•  Hence the more discriminating and flexible an appreciator is,  
•  the more likely she will be able to pick up on aesthetically relevant features      

of a work—ones the less discriminating among us might miss.”  
 
 

»  Hume makes the same claim, and illustrates it with a story                                               
from Miguel de Cervantes’ novel Don Quixote,  

•  of two men who were ridiculed for claiming to taste 
leathery and metallic flavors in a wine that everyone else 
thought was magnificent, 

•  until it was discovered that those very subtle flavors had 
been imparted to the wine by a metal key with a leather 
loop on it, which fell into the wine barrel by accident. 

“This is…why we often pay attention to critics or friends whose judgment we trust.  
•  Expert appreciators can and sometimes do point us towards aspects                   

of a work we may have missed in ways that transform our experience and 
judgment of the object concerned. 

Ø  …any adequate account of aesthetic value and appreciation must             
do justice” to such facts about whose judgment we defer to, Kieran says. 
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“Furthermore it is a desideratum [i.e., something that is desirable]           
of any such account [of aesthetic judgment] 
•  that it precludes [rules out] certain kinds of reasons as     

playing a justificatory role in underwriting aesthetic judgments.  
 

–  If someone judges a work to be artistically good        
because it is worth a certain amount of money,                
from a particular time, or people from a certain class like it,  
•  then something has gone wrong.  
•  Aesthetic evaluations cannot be justified in virtue of 

reasons such as financial value, historical date of 
origination, or the preferences of certain social groups. 

–  This is not to deny that there might be complex relations                
between such things and the fundamental reasons that 
justify why a work is aesthetically good.  
•  It is just to say that at base such explanations cannot    

in and of themselves constitute justifying reasons.  

–  Thus to the extent that such factors contribute towards         
a subject's aesthetic appreciation as such and formation     
of a judgment that a work is good as art,  
•  both the appreciative activity and the judgment     

arrived at may be suspect.” 

Munch, Edvard. (1893)  
The Scream.  
(Sold for $120 million) 

Richter, Gerard. (1986)  
Abstrakes Bild. (Sold for $32.7 million)   8	  



We may think that 
–  “As long as we attend carefully to an aesthetic object                                      

and consciously reflect on the reasons why we like what we do  
–  then we should be in a good position to arrive at a good aesthetic judgment. 

Ø The problem is that recent psychological work shows                       
we are often unaware that our appreciation and judgments            
are being driven by aesthetically irrelevant factors. 

 

 

The wine-tasting study (Plassmann et al. 2008): 
 

•  Subjects were told they would be asked to sample                                                  
five different cabernet sauvignons  

•  to study the relationship between tasting time and perceived flavors.  
–  The wine was administered via a set of tubes                                                   

to a subject contained within an fMRI scanner.  
–  As each putatively different wine was administered to a subject                        

it was identified by its supposed price, ranging from $5 to $90. 

•  However, there were only three different wines involved.  
•  Two wines were administered twice,  

–  one marked with its actual price ($5) and alternatively a 900% markup ($45), 
–  another with its actual price ($90) and a 900% mark down ($10).  9	  



Results of the wine-tasting study: 
 

•  “All subjects reported being able to taste five distinct wines  
•  and the more expensive the price cue for a wine was the more subjects liked it.  

–  The pleasure apparently derived by the subjects in tasting the wine was 
significantly affected by its perceived price.” 

“It might be thought that perhaps the undue influence of perceived price                
was related to subjects’ relative inexperience.  
Ø However, the original inspiration for the experiment suggests                                 

this is not straightforwardly the case.  

Ø  When Brochet (2001) tested oeneology students (aspiring wine experts), 

–  “One experiment involved asking fifty‐four subjects to give                    
their appraisal of a red and a white wine. 
»  Unbeknown to the subjects the ‘red’ wine was                          

the same as the white, though its color had been changed        
to red with a tasteless food dye.      
•  No one spotted the difference. 

»  Indeed subjects used descriptors typical of white wine in 
characterizing the taste of the unmodified wine & descriptors 
typical for red wine in relation to the colored wine.” 10	  



“In a related experiment Brochet asked subjects         
to appraise wine from a [cheap] vin de table bottle 
and an expensive grand‐cru one.  
 

•  The subjects’ descriptions and appraisals diverged 
according to the nature of the bottle.  

–  Forty subjects thought the wine from the 
grand-cru bottle was worth drinking,  

–  while only twelve rated the wine from the    
vin de table bottle worth drinking.  

Ø It was the same wine.  
•  Brochet had decanted a middle‐of‐

the‐road Bordeaux into both bottles.  

 

These experiments suggest that: 

•  Even those with a fair degree of expertise          
enjoy wine more just because they think                
it is more expensive  

•  while assuming, falsely, this is because                   
it is aesthetically superior.” (34-5) 
–  video: bit.ly/1GtJL78 
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“Indeed…familiarity itself can afford pleasure.  
•  and we often mistake the pleasures afforded by familiarity                                      

for something else,” namely aesthetic value.  

–  Kieran describes the “mere exposure effect” (Cutting 2006): 

–  “[Psychologist] James Cutting taught an introduction to psychology module           
exposing subjects to…Impressionist paintings. 

•  He had previously established that students generally preferred the      
more commonly reproduced paintings over more rarely produced ones,  

•  even though many students could not remember having seen them before. 

–  During the psychology module Cutting then exposed subjects      
more frequently to the less publicly reproduced works                         
and less frequently to the more widely reproduced ones.  

»  When the module finished students were then asked to rate 
Impressionist paintings.  
•  Despite having no reliable recall of whether or not                      

they had seen the works before,  
•  the exposure effect meant that the previously established 

preference for more commonly reproduced works had 
disappeared,” and subjects now preferred the works they had 
seen more frequently in Cutting’s lectures. 

Sisley, Alfred.  
(1874) Fog, Voisins. 
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A possible explanation for              
the mere exposure effect: 
 

•  “…subconscious recognition [of 
something we have seen before]                           
can trigger greater pleasure  

•  and deceive us into thinking       
we are enjoying something more                          
because it is highly      
aesthetically valuable 

–  —rather than being                
a function of status cues,       
the environment, or because     
we have seen something       
in a magazine or as a poster 
on a friend's wall.” 

Klimt, Gustav. 
(1908)  

The Kiss. 

Vermeer,  
Johannes.  

(1665) 
Girl with a  

Pearl Earring. 
Pollack, Jackson.  
(1948) No. 5. 13	  



Kieran asserts that: 
•  “Identifying and evaluating aesthetically relevant features can be cued 

and significantly shaped by factors we are not consciously aware of.  

–  The fundamental problem is that in the aesthetic realm we are 
particularly susceptible to going awry because of the epistemic role 
that pleasure plays in relation to aesthetic judgment.”   

Ø He describes a paradox: 
–  “…pleasure in appreciation is a                                      

fundamental ground of aesthetic value. 
–  “[but]…It is all too easy to mistake the pleasures of status  

and recognition with pleasure gained in appreciation.” 

Recall Kieran’s claim that the pleasure we get from 
experiencing an artwork is a defeasible reason for concluding 
that the work is aesthetically valuable. 

»  He suggests that our conclusion that a work is 
aesthetically valuable may be unsupported                   

»  if we have reason to believe that our judgment is being 
swayed by the fame or price of the work. 
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A potential evolutionary explanation for why our aesthetic judgments                            
are impacted by knowledge of a work’s price, or its esteem in the artworld: 
 

•  “Human beings are social animals and from an extremely early age onwards          
we define ourselves partly in terms of our relations with others. 

•  …[and] defining oneself as superior relative to other individuals or groups”           
is one way to advance one’s social status. 

»  This explains the drive towards snobbery… 
•  Snobbish judgments are ones where aesthetically irrelevant 

social features play a causal role in shaping someone's 
appreciative activity  
•  such that the judgment arrived at, alongside the relevant 

rationalizations, are to be more fundamentally 
explained in terms of the drive to feel or appear 
superior relative to some individual or group.  

•  The aesthetic realm is easily exploitable in such terms  
–  not just because it is a realm where expertise plays a large part,                    

•  given one could in principle always be open to ever greater degrees of 
discrimination and relational knowledge,  

–  but due to the role that pleasure plays,” 
•  since we are susceptible to mistaking one source of pleasure for another. 15	  



Kieran explains how  
•  people often get away with making snobbish judgments about art,  
•  because we have a norm of first-person authority on aesthetic judgments: 
 

–  we think that people cannot possibly be wrong                                                  
about their own judgment of a work, 

–  and that their reports of whether or not                                                                  
they like an artwork genuinely reflects                                                                          
how the work strikes them aesthetically. 

 

 

“Aesthetic evaluations are less easily amenable                                                                
to public justification …than scientific,                                                        
mathematical, and even philosophical ones.” 
 

•  If someone says they like something,                                                                      
we take them at their word and don’t insist that                                                            
they list the reasons why they like it. 
–  Even if we do ask someone to explain                                                              

why they like something,  
–  we don’t expect them to be able to identify                                                 

exactly what makes them enjoy it; 
 

Ø Many people just accept that                                                            
“There’s no disputing taste” 

 

Renoir, Pierre-Auguste. 
(1883) Dance at Bougival. 16	  



“Traditionally,  
•  we assume that we know when & why we're making the aesthetic judgments we do.  
•  It is the taste of the wine, the look of the painting, or the profundity of the text.  

Ø However, if the science is sound, then this is not quite right.  
 

It can be extremely difficult to tell why we like something  
•  since we are often being pushed one way or another                                                   

by situational cues and social influences we are not even aware of.  

–  Ordinarily people are much more influenced by                                  
subconsciously processed environmental features and social considerations         
in forming aesthetic judgments than we realize.  

–  Even aesthetic experts or rather those with some expertise                                     
—despite being such—are often more influenced than they think.  
•  Moreover, expertise brings with it a greater capacity for rationalization. 

This does not underwrite aesthetic skepticism as such,  
•  but it does underwrite the following: 

–  if we are interested in aesthetic appreciation and justifying our judgments  
»  we need to be much more careful about attending to                                        

what is driving our appreciation and why. 17	  



Interestingly, Kieran suggests that people who try to ground their aesthetic judgments 
with good reasons may be more susceptible to error than complete novices. 
 

•  “The situation can be more rather than less problematic                                       
where we are concerned with someone who has some knowledge and expertise.  

–  A little knowledge can often be a dangerous thing.  

»  The more aware someone becomes of the complexity                                     
of potentially aesthetically relevant features and relations                          
regarding an aesthetic object and their markers  

»  the more ways there are in which someone's appreciation                     
and judgment can go wrong. 

•  E.g., …as aesthetic expertise and knowledge is acquired, 

•  there is a natural tendency to fixate upon and 
fetishize the aspects the subject has acquired 
knowledge and expertise about along with their 
attendant markers— 

•  sometimes at the expense of carefully attending to 
other features of the object or indeed the resultant 
responses.” 

Matisse, Henri. (1908)  
Red Room (Harmony in Red)  
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•  “…It is not uncommon, for example, to find someone                                                   
who has begun to acquire some appreciation of wine                                                                    
to fixate upon region, appellation, and year.” 
–  same goes for coffee, beer, music, etc. 

 

 

“In general as one acquires a passion for                                                                       
and some expertise in any given aesthetic area,  
•  it is all too easy and very tempting to allow                                                          

the pleasures of exercising the expertise one has acquired  
•  to overgeneralize or shape one's judgments for the reasons glossed above 

–  —we feel pleasure in the recognition that we can                                        
classify works or draw on knowledge that others may lack  

–  so that we can belong to groups we identify with or indeed feel superior to.  

If anything, without undue care those with some expertise and knowledge             
are…more likely to think, in contrast with the naïve appreciator,                                 
that they really know something that in turn justifies their judgment.  
 

–  A little knowledge and expertise exponentially increases                                             
the capacity for effective rationalizations.  
•  It is easier to be an effective snob if one can talk with some knowledge      

concerning whatever one is being snobbish about.” 19	  



 “How can we avoid such pitfalls,” like snobbery? Kieran says:  
 

–  “…we must come to be motivated in the activity of 
appreciation to attend to and respond to the work's 
aesthetically relevant features for appropriate sorts of reasons  
•  in order for our appreciation to be aesthetically virtuous       

and properly ground our aesthetic judgments. 
–  Indeed this must be the governing motivation in our 

appreciative activity.  
–  Where this is not the case then our appreciative activity 

is likely to go awry in fixing on irrelevant features or 
responding inappropriately for non‐aesthetic reasons. 

Kieran is motivating a virtue-based concept of what it is to be             
a good art appreciator. 
 

•  This draws inspiration from Aristotle’s virtue ethics,  
–  which encourages people to learn to do the right thing by 

developing good habits, which in turn produce good character. 

Ø  Kieran suggests that we educate ourselves about the virtues and 
vices of art evaluation, so we can aim to develop the virtues        
and to avoid the vices in our judgments. 

Johnsen, Zach. (2008) Black Raspberry. 
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Kieran says the first step towards virtuous art evaluation is being aware of the pitfalls: 
 

•  “Awareness that we have social drives and biases                                                             
that can distort aesthetic appreciation and judgment   

•  should itself help put us on our guard with respect                                                               
to our own aesthetic pronouncements and those of others.  

 
When we consider other people’s aesthetic judgments, 
•  …We can critically reflect on the particular biases someone is especially prone to… 
•  …we should consider the situation and ask what, aesthetic interest apart,            

might be doing the work in driving appreciation and judgment. 
 
In our own judgments, “We should  
•  seek to cultivate critical sympathy for what an artist is trying to do,  
•  be able to take up different points of view in imagination,  
•  be perceptually and emotionally discriminating,  
•  [be] free from the dictates of prejudice and fashion,  
•  seek out comparative experiences,  
•  compare our own appreciation with that of others,  
•  and seek to give appropriate reasons which underwrite our aesthetic judgments.” 
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“One important appreciative virtue is humility.  
 

•  Humility involves having a modest sense of the 
nature of one's appreciative activity in striving      
to do justice to a work  
–  rather than taking one's self to be the measure 

of the work. 

•  It also involves openness to the appreciative 
activity and judgments of others  
–  while simultaneously acknowledging that 

irrelevant factors might be shaping one's own 
appreciation and judgment.”  

In contrast, pride is an appreciative vice. 
 

•  “Pride in aesthetic expertise can not only blind us 
to aesthetically relevant features  
–  but can tempt us into falsely dismissing        

the possibility that we are influenced by 
market value, fashion, or gallery presentation.” 

Caravaggio. (1599) Narcissus.  

detail from Waterhouse, J.W.  
(1903) Echo and Narcissus.   
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“Another closely related appreciative virtue is critical self‐honesty.  

•  One must never be afraid to admit one's judgment might be incomplete or wrong.  
–  Indeed one should be prepared to admit where one has hastily overgeneralized, 

been dismissive, or failed to attend carefully enough either to one's appreciative 
activity or the grounds for appreciative judgments arrived at.  

•  It is all too easy to allow drives and desires concerning our self-image              
and how we would like to be seen by others                                                          
to drive our appreciation and concomitant rationalizations.  

•  All this achieves, however, is both  
–  a lack of fidelity to the formal object of appreciation and  
–  an undermining of the possibility of strengthening the motives and 

capacities required for virtuous appreciation. … 

Courage is crucial in having the fortitude to be true to one's own responses and         
not cave in to received opinion or social influence without appreciative justification.  
 

•  It also involves being able to refrain from taking one’s self                                               
or one's own appreciative activity too seriously at the right time.  

–  Where it turns out one has been unduly influenced, 
•  one should have the capacity to laugh at oneself rather than give in                           

to the temptation to reach for rationalizing explanations.”  23	  



Kieran concludes that                                               
our weaknesses as art evaluators can be counteracted 
with proper education of our critical habits. 

•  “…Aesthetic education should not only                       
focus on appropriate aesthetic engagement                  
and judgment on particular occasions  
–  but should also explicitly seek to cultivate                 

the aesthetic virtues.” 
•  i.e., sympathy for the artists’ intentions,        

open-mindedness, self-honesty, courage,   
humility, etc. 

•  More generally, as individuals we should strive to be 
sensitive to our own aesthetic virtues and vices as         
part of our aesthetic development and self‐realization.  

–  If we do so then in both epistemic and appreciative 
terms we will thus be less likely to go awry  

–  and come much closer to the right sort of 
achievement qua aesthetic appreciator.” Vouet, Simon. (1634) 

Allegory of Virtue.  24	  


