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Preface 

Let us imagine Sabine as the heroine of a novel, who, like many of her peers, likes 
and likes to be liked: She likes to share her valuations, appraisals, assessments and 
estimations while she is subjected to the judgments of others. Sabine ventures out 
to feel out who she is and what it actually means to be both the subject and object 
of Taste: The plot follows her in a time capsule throughout the centuries from an-
cient Greece to the chatrooms of the Internet. Spontaneous and inventive but also 
calculated and judgmental, Sabine faces conflicts and disagreements on her enlight-
ening and cosmopolitan journey, meeting the villains of prejudice, ignorance and, 
above all, of indifference. In a series of provocative incidents throughout the eight-
eenth century, Sabine faces attempts to be marginalized, disciplined and reduced to 
the cliché of her increasingly suppressed past. Will she and can she ultimately tri-
umph over adversity? Sabine then, as Taste personified, reappears in a fast-forward 
take on all kinds of academic and popular contexts of the present: Once seemingly 
obsolete, Taste lives on because the moment to realize the mission of its own feel-
ing-out was missed. But what about its status and its prospects? The tension between 
the (un-) wanted outcomes of the journey remains, while the tasks of thought and 
action seem to be gradually crossing over to the reader as the future agent of Taste. 
– Such a synopsis would roughly fit the present work, had it been a fictional novel.

Since it is, however not a novel written in a groovy selling style of the first passage, 
another, still accessible, approximation seems better appropriate. The fact, that 
nearly fifty percent of philosophers believe that aesthetic judgments are subjective 
makes it plausible that at least fifty percent believe in some kind of aesthetic objec-
tivity, or that it is possible or even advisable to argue about and dispute Taste. But 
philosophers are a rather vanishingly small group of people and this statistic would 
not be representative by any means, had public opinion not shared the interests and 
dissents of philosophers; to discuss and theorize Taste and opinions in public has 
namely always been and still is a matter that heats the temper, as the these three 
examples demonstrate: 

(1) On September 19th 2020, the 44-year-old Kremlin critic Alexej Navalny thanked 
the doctors at the Berlin Charité hospital for saving him from a poisoning and treat-
ing him for almost a month. Quite tellingly, he expressed his joy about the recovery 
as well as the feeling of being “technically a living person” in the following fashion: 
He would quickly again become someone who could use Instagram and who “un-
derstands without thinking where a ‘Like’ belongs”.1 To “Like” becomes hence a 
sign of Life, as it were, in a strict, technical/cognitive sense, but also in a purely 
affective non-cognitive one.
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(2) The Danish Prime Minister (and later NATO General Secretary) Anders Fogh 
Rasmussen made the major point of his, generally assessed as historical, New Year’s 
Speech of 2002 with an only twofold mentioning of the expressions “Taste judges” 
and “Taste-judging” (smagsdommere2, smagsdommeri3). Taste in this context pointed to 
the very core of both positive and pejorative connotations of populism – the critical 
distance to the “elites”. The famous speech prepared the next steps of the public 
debate in the small Scandinavian state, which was introduced as a canon of art, cul-
ture or democracy (kunstkanon, kulturkanon or demokratikanon). The critical connota-
tions and viral dispersion of “Taste judges” ultimately contributed, due to popular 
and social media, to a new form of rhetoric, which has embossed even global politics 
ever since. Some global responses like the Danish TV ranking and rating classics 
Taste-judges (Smagsdommerne, 2005-2015)4 and the parallel pandemic of the Idols / Su-

per-Star TV franchise (since 2001) became the first movers in a revival, a new kind 
of sensus communis in popular and social media, visualized in the thumbs up and 
thumbs down gestures of the experts in the TV contests or the thumbs up emoji on 
social media. Taken together, these terms reproduce the continuous combat for our 
faculties and resources with an immediate impact on social and cultural life. As (un-
quantifiable) values, they circumscribe the horizons of Taste. However, the issues 
of Taste judges, -judging, -institutionalizations and expert cultures still haven’t be-
come the subject of an overarching systematic, historiographic and geographic in-
quiry.  
 
(3) In her study entitled Republic of Taste (2016), Catherine E. Kelly presented several 
nonfictional cases, showing how “putatively free from the Old World’s decadence, 
taste promised to be a vehicle for discovering and exercising a distinctly American 
genius. And putatively free from sectional prejudice and partisan strife, taste pro-
vided a platform that would encourage men and women to rise above their differ-
ences.”5 The questions of class, race and gender were, from a historical perspective, 
involved equally in the matters of Taste in securing both personal pleasure and cul-
tural capital as both innate and cultivated aspects of sensitivity.  
This study attempts to fill some gaps of research opened up through the cases such 
as the three mentioned ones. This shall be achieved by a comprehensive tracing of 
the emergence of the doctrines, discourses and disciplinary dimensions of Taste up 
to the peak of its systematic and historical trajectory in the eighteenth century and 
onwards into the present day. The guiding goal is a post-disciplinary rehabilitation 
of the pre-disciplinary, contested category of Taste as a preparation for its produc-
tive usage in emerging academic and popular contexts. Three intertwined research 
hypotheses form the guiding goal of an overall study of the agencies of Taste, its 
institutionalizations and expert cultures:  
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The (1) first part provides a missing systematic perspective on the concept of Taste 
as a key factor for understanding the human faculties, value theories and practices 
of valuating.  
The (2) second part traces the events at the peak of Taste’s systematic and historical 
trajectories up until the late eighteenth century and verifies the historiographical hy-
pothesis about the instrumentality of Taste for the production, reception and distri-
bution of culture.  
The (3) third part reconstructs the major moments in which the contested concept 
of Taste experiences its post-disciplinary rehabilitation, in preparation for its future 
productive usage in the academic and popular discourses and practices. It shows 
how the category of Taste became the foundation, legitimation and the catalyst for 
the emerging division of labour, faculties and disciplines, confirming the hypothesis 
of the immense impact and actuality of Taste in the contemporary world. 

In addition, this study introduces the possibility of overcoming the implied identifi-
cations of culture as capital and nature as resource. By addressing the “aesthetics of 
capitalism”, with its ten digressions, it also provides exemplary material that can be 
evaluated by applying the proposed aesthetical (1) “play paradigm”, related to the 
principles of  consumption and dispersion as well as their features of  abundance, 
squandering, dissipation and distraction, as provisionally opposed to the (2) “labour 
paradigm” related to the principles of  production and cohesion as well as their fea-
tures related to accumulation, effort, austerity and contraction.  

1 “Они превратили меня из «технически живого человека» в того, кто имеет все шансы снова стать Выс-

шеи Формои Существа Современного Общества, - человеком, которыи умеет быстро листать инстаграм 

и без размышлении понимает, где ставить лаики.”  
URL: https://www.instagram.com/p/CFUAPu8llSO/?utm_source=ig_embed. 

2 Anders Fogh Rasmussen’s New Year’s Speech 2002. 

3 Deadline, DR2 / 13. Juli 2018. 

4 Danish TV DR2 / DRK. 

5 Catherine E. Kelly, Republic of Taste (Philadelphia, PE: University of Pennsylvania Press Philadelphia, 
2016), 5. 
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Introduction 

Abstract 

The introduction presents the significance of the non-literal or figurative Taste for academic and 

popular discourse. It describes the complexity of the subject matter, which requires a simultaneous 

focus on Taste’s actuality and popularity as well as on its historicity and classification. Out of this, 

the double-edged conclusion of the study is derived: The historical Taste discourse was the root cause 

for the emergence of the diversified and dynamic research context from which today’s Taste has 

emerged as an integrated study subject in its own right. The structure of the study is addressed, 

showing that it covers the prescriptive, ascriptive and descriptive aspects of Taste that appear as both 

a result of and a resource for interpreting of its various notions, functions and actualities. In addition 

to postdisciplinary methodological considerations, six auxiliary concepts used throughout the study 

are briefly introduced: Insufficient reason, the invention-judgment complex, optitude, refractive judg-

ment, cosmopolitanism and immediation.  

Keywords  

Taste, aesthetic judgment, liking, rating, ranking, comparing, invention, influencer, co-optation. 
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Actuality and popularity 

This study is an exploration of the foundations and limits, structures and histories 
as well as the actuality and popularity of Taste. The study focusses on three inter-
twined mechanisms through which Taste mobilizes historical and actual subjects as 
well as systemic instances and disciplines that maintain its continuity and transmit 
its doctrines. These mechanisms will be treated, acknowledging their simultaneous-
ness, successively, by quasi-deducing the logos of Taste systematically, inducing the 
pathos of Taste historiographically and analogizing the ethos of Taste geograph-
ically. These three dimensions together exhibit the prescriptive, ascriptive and de-
scriptive aspects of Taste that still function as catalysts of local and global truths, 
feelings and loyalties.  

The study is intended as a comprehensive companion for readers of humanities ap-
proaching the concept of Taste for the first time. Moreover, it is intended for anyone 
who hopes to make a further contribution to the subject. Many parts of this study 
can be thought of as revolving, mostly implicitly, around the two exemplary state-
ments: “Sabine is beautiful” and “Sabine likes that”. By addressing Sabine (being the 
name of a person, an animal, object or a weather phenomenon) as subject matter as 
well as a subject of judgment, both assertions also address Sabine as the possible 
object of someone’s assessment and in particular her judgment as either “purely” 
attributive, “purely” evaluative or something in between. It has been recently re-
marked that the tendency of authors to either consider aesthetic predicates as a sub-
class of predicates of personal Taste or to just leave them aside demonstrates a re-
luctance to address adjectives like “beautiful” in modern and contemporary analytic 
philosophy.1 In addition to our task to check the relations of the adjective “aesthetic” 
against the substantive “Taste”, we will have to check the role of adjectives that 
imply an “experiencer” of the verb from which they are derived.2  

“Experiencer”, “truth bearer”, “truth maker” and “truth assessor”, or also “holder 
of value”3 are common terms linked to Taste discussions in the context of contem-
porary “analytic” philosophy of the English tongue, and they will have to be put in 
the context of “synthetic” or “continental” philosophy and the historiography of 
Taste as well as that of the actual and popular “exercising Taste”4 by contemporary 
agents and usage of languages. The conflux of meanings and references becomes 
virulent, when we add the omnipresence of “influencer”, also a genuine occupa-
tional title, to the list of agencies responsible for bearing the burdens of Taste. Also 
“artists” belong to the candidates who push the boundaries of what is tasteful and 
desirable to the extent that the productive and receptive sides of Taste need no 
longer be discerned, just like “experiencer”, “influencer”, “artist” and “taster”. As 
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Boris Groys expressed, “That is why contemporary art is less production of individ-
ual artworks than it is manifestation of an individual decision to include or to exclude 
things and images that circulate anonymously in our world – to give them a new 
context or to deny it to them: a private selection that is at the same time publicly 
accessible and thereby made manifest, present, explicit.”5 If the exercising of Taste 
has become a major seller on the amplified scale of globalized media streams, then 
so too must, and will, the inferences of production and persuasion – the rhetorical 
roots of Taste – be taken into consideration. They have always involved both in-
ventive and judgmental aspects, just as any “upcycling” of Taste must include the 
questions and dynamics of values: added value, surplus value, use value, exchange 
value as instances of evaluation streams.  

Nikola Tesla began his autobiography entitled My Inventions (1919) with the following 
remarks: “The progressive development of man is vitally dependent on invention. 
It is the most important product of his creative brain.” Tesla wrote about the “dif-
ficult task of the inventor who is often misunderstood and unrewarded”, but also 
about the inventor’s “pleasing exercises of his powers”, while rescuing humanity “in 
the bitter struggle against pitiless elements.”6 This study will follow the trails of the 
highlighted invention as a necessary constituent of Taste throughout systematic, his-
torical and actual contexts. It attempts to show how and why thinkers and practi-
tioners fought and still fight with its integration into the respective systems of 
thought and practice.  

In what follows, we shall adopt the capitalization of the word “Taste” to indicate a 
use of the concept in its comprehensive, open, and adaptive meaning. It is important 
also as a matter of its distinction and denotation as a yet insufficiently “filling” sig-
nifier, bearing meaning or being a reference to a yet unspecified preference. The 
term “Taste” expresses not least an unintentionally collective singular inscribed most 
prominently in a Kantian aesthetical sensus communis, while, paradoxically or not, still 
implying the poststructuralist Kantian reversal, which led to a tacit understanding of 
Taste as “singular collective” or “singularity” of an acculturation of Taste’s various 
potentials. Our concept expresses therefore both the rise and fall of the (un-) social 
instance or subject of Taste, depending on whether we assume an upward or down-
ward development line.7 Frederic Beiser summarized a related issue seemingly stick-
ing to our defeasible concept by asking, “Why must we give reasons for matters of 
taste?”8 The commonsensical, Kantian answer seems to be paradoxically inscribed 
in the quoted question of a Kant-critical scholar. On the other hand, if an anti-
commonsensical answer were to be offered, a kind of Freudian repetition compul-
sion solution, the paradox would seem to remain. “If repetition is possible”, Deleuze 
wrote, “it is as much opposed to moral law as it is to natural law […] it is by nature 
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transgression or exception, always revealing a singularity opposed to the particulars 
subsumed under laws, a universal opposed to the generalities which give rise to 
laws.”9 

To assume a principle of Taste in the latter sense – opposed to both a judgmental 
and a conceptual setup – seems to lead straight to a paradox. It seems to be struc-
turally built out of exceptions or allegedly singular opinions. However, a sequence 
of exceptions or singularities hardly builds a new rule or principle alone; exceptions 
may or may not confirm an existing rule. This is at least what the referred, apparent 
incompatibility of Kantian and Deleuzean ontologies and epistemologies suggests. 
If then such a quest for one principle of Taste (“top-down”) does not apply, one 
may tend to assume a reverse (“bottom-up”) approach more promising. However, 
a quest for many sub-principles or components of Taste would imply an assumption 
of its compound character which would indicate the (pre-) existence of the rules or 
principles of thought, perceiving and judging according to which (or around which) 
the components of Taste are somehow organized.10 These rules of Taste, however, 
again dissolve the former assumption that exceptions build its capital.11  

Systematic and historicity 

With our capitalized Taste, it would seem as if we were dealing with a mystical entity, 
which should be neither composed nor undivided. This paradox and apparent inap-
plicability of either “communal” or “non-communal” access to Taste are but the 
most obvious reasons for the apparent opacity or at least high complexity of the 
subject itself. This complexity is reflected through disciplinary development and the 
corresponding research literature. It is also manifested in the alleged tensions be-
tween the systematization and historicizing of our topic. Two aspects should be 
pointed out: 

Firstly, there is no consensus on the necessary interdependence between historical 
insights in philosophy and their systematic fruitfulness, and vice versa.12 However, our 
work must assume the usefulness of that interdependence, of the simultaneous sys-
tematization and historiography of Taste at the points where boundaries between phi-
losophy and aesthetics, criticism and art history, literary and music criticism and other 
disciplines have been drawn. This is why the structure of this study will work with 
parallel foci on systematic, historiographic and sociocultural and political-economic 
aspects of Taste. In recent decades, the increasing devaluation of aesthetics and “fine 
arts” and the appreciation of “cultural-” and “natural sciences” has intensified social 
pressure on the humanities to conform to changing norms due to political and eco-
nomic circumstances. An example: To be accepted and further recognized, academic 
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art history has adapted itself to this pressure by widely denying precisely the aspect 
without which an objective justifying of the discipline would not be possible: the judg-
ment of the artwork as a centerpiece of the concept of art. It is undisputed that judg-
ments make up a considerable part of historical documents and that they belong to 
“historical fact” with the same right as the works of art themselves. However, it is 
equally undisputed that the processes in which both works and judgments are in-
volved make up an actual field of both theoretical and practical inquiry. 

Secondly, our apparent “Taste paradox” is thus also manifested in the apparent con-
tradiction between the “immediacy” or the present tense of the Taste judgment and 
the cumulatively mediated character or “historicity” of both the judged object or 
event and its judges. This study aims to trace the developments of doctrines, dis-
courses and disciplinary dimensions of Taste at the peak of its systematic and his-
torical trajectories, not least throughout the eighteen century. Its root locus is Eu-
rope, a place that at that point in time does not designate a legitimately recognized 
context today: We are no longer in Leibniz’s Franchophone Europe, nor are we yet 
in a Europe which is dynamically stabilized and balanced through a cultural, eco-
nomic and political power of its fully functioning national constituent parts, as we 
know them today. A central presupposition is that such a challenging subject and 
locus of investigation must owe essential parts of its complex character to the evenly 
demanding systematic, geographic and historiographical coordinates in which it is 
both “rooted” and “routed” (or “tracked”) in the sense of cross-cultural, cross-lin-
gual and other contexts, not forgetting the systemic role of exploitation of the other 
continents. With respect to this, our focus will be also a Euro-eccentric one, as we 
shall see. We will take the basic meanings of Taste and distinctions within concepts 
of Taste as points of departure and project them onto systematic, historiographical 
and geographical foils.  

Both academic and popular Taste discourse imply several tacit, often interrelated 
distinctions between the qualities, quantities, relations, and modalities of Taste.13 We 
could summarize the connotations of Taste inquiry and popular usage with the fol-
lowing list:  

(1) productive Taste – receptive Taste
(2) individual Taste – collective Taste (fashion, period style, national style)
(3) changeless (“good”, “timeless”) Taste (known from [neo-]classical and idealistic
theories) – variable Taste (may decline or degenerate, depending on a) era / epoch,
b) nation, c) personal circumstances [aesthetical perception of the artist, for example])
(4) lacking Taste (lack of style, complete indifference [“philistinism”])
(5) Taste as manner, method, or habit
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(6) Taste as (aesthetic) sense for something, an instance of perception, or (a pro-
active) ability to perceive beautiful items (or the idea of the beautiful, sublime, agree-
able etc.)
(7) Taste as an aesthetic choice (the choosing instance itself)
(8) Taste as aesthetic judgment (judgment itself)
(9) Taste as opinion, character, way of thinking
(10) Taste as field of art and culture (of the aesthetic)
(11) Taste understood as morality, or appropriateness in different areas (a sense for
the appropriate).14

We believe that each of these connotations actually requires a proper place in the 
present study. In order to avoid, insofar as it is possible, the confusion of connota-
tions and to provide some added intelligibility to our subject matter, we will have to 
be particularly sensitive to the presenting order and the interconnectedness of the 
themes. 

Methodological considerations 

The concept of Taste belongs to the category of not only philosophically interesting 
concepts, that are, as Donald Davidson pointed out, “not definable in simpler terms, 
but they can still be illuminated by articulating their theoretical connections to other 
concepts.”15 Michael Dummett had already claimed the same irreducibility to the 
more primitive concepts for the concept of “truth”.16 

In recent years, “an explosion of literature concerning matters of 'personal taste'” 
has led to belief that exploration of this “evaluative domain” more generally would 
make considerable sense throughout the disciplines.17 One reason that it hasn’t yet 
happened in a systematic manner might lie in the contemporary structures of hu-
manistic disciplines. Philosophers of language responsible for this explosion of lit-
erature confined a fair deal of their efforts to their own disciplinary interests in ex-
plaining the possibilities of “faultless disagreement” (cf. §19).18 Some of them have 
suggested that scholars working in aesthetics and ethics remain particularly 
skeptical regarding systematization in this field by explaining it away.19 Moreover, 
there is a comparable explosion of literature in cultural studies concerned with the 
actual and popular phenomena faced by “generation Like”, in which a reluctance 
towards a systematic treatment of the subject could be explained away with other 
methodo-logical reasons. What remains is a desideratum growing alongside the 
growing cor-pus of literature and the public discourse.  
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When we take the contemporary practices of rating and ranking20 in wider contexts 
of Taste-evaluation and comparison, the main stream of postcolonial critique would 
probably recognize that a maintaining the straight rejection of such practices as elitist 
by default actually throws the baby out with the bathwater. On the other hand, our 
Taste research also needs to reevaluate and take the ambivalent status of exercising 
Taste fully into account. Matters of Taste appear necessary not as a new agenda, but 
rather as an agenda suppressed and hidden by the disciplinary diversification and 
its rooting in the historical Taste agenda itself; matters of Taste don´t seem neces-
sary to fit to the feasibility requirement of the research programs, because the re-
search is, as we regard it, rather basic and quit expansive, showing its outcomes in a 
deferred manner. Still, a parallel to recent research on comparing gives a sense of 
“new beginnings in the air” in the sense of complementing postcolonial criticism´s 
difference-oriented comparisons with more reliance on similarities and commonal-
ities.21  

It has been aptly remarked, that “comparing the self and the other in a colonial or 
postcolonial context […] can lead to stereotypes fixing judgments and established 
norms within a wide array of public and philosophical thinking. Comparing […] can 
also – almost at the same time open up horizons that restructure the whole field of 
comparative knowledge.”22 Similar applies to “exercising Taste” (as Frank Sibley 
named the wider context of criticism, and we take it in an even broader sense). The 
criticisms directed to the alleged “regimes of value”, the “tyranny of Taste” and also 
the “regimes of comparatism”23 seem not any more thought-provoking than the 
matters of their criticisms.24 What Angelika Epple and Walter Erhart (2020) claimed 
for the practices of comparison, we can claim to the theory and practice of Taste, if 
it is principally conceived as rooted in the inventio-iudicium complex, which is itself 
based on acts of comparison:  

In European academia, comparisons became the basis for methodology in 
many different disciplines such as anatomy, ethnology, literature, and the like 
[…] through comparison, they ordered the world. The decisive point, how-
ever, goes beyond this: By ordering the world, the doing of comparison also 
helped to change the world. Not only is the request for equal rights based on 
comparisons, but the stress on inequality or unevenness cannot do without 
comparing. Both ask for change.25 

One of the methodological goals of this study is to challenge the “Taste taboo” in 
the current theory and “practice theory” that sometimes suggests that you can 
check-out any time from what you like, although you can never leave. The matter of 
being “like-minded” in the exclusivity of implied and institutionalized public and 
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private, academic and popular chatrooms can subtly support what is often alleged 
matter of criticism – tacit essentialism, ethno-centrism and the like.  

This study covers hence both more and less than what has been labeled “meta-aes-
thetic”26, since in our view, the “aesthetic” in its wider sense has always included its 
own “meta” – its “behind” of logic, ontological, epistemic, ethical and political foun-
dations and cross-references. “Meta-aesthetic” would be in this sense a synthesis of 
general analytic and synthetic-philosophical backgrounds in which Taste served as a 
movable parergonal structure entangled both with its moving history and with actu-
ality.27 

Disciplinary disputes, or the lack thereof, regarding disputes about Taste make their 
social aspects tangible, revealing some social aspects of our subject as well. It has 
been recently recognized by the analytical philosophy of language that a theory per-
haps requires both semantic and non-semantic elements. While there used to be 
isolated aesthetic cultures with essentialized aesthetic practices, such sociologically 
and economically persisting isolations seem to have vanished over the course of 
globalization. It would be, however, quite optimistic to assume that “our” aesthetic 
culture is a “highly reflective” one, “whose members are aware that its practices 
might have been otherwise”.28 This is at least not yet reflected with regard to the 
mentioned disciplinary divergences, when it comes to the Taste disputes in which 
debaters remain silent, as if the added cognitive burden would not at all fit to the 
frameworks of austerity to which the humanities are presently exposed. 

In such a strained silence, the voices of radical skeptics and dogmatists become par-
ticularly audible. The reasons for explaining away matters of Taste on the part of 
dogmatism-inclined deniers were that “we are all chauvinistic when it comes to taste 
because we are all very bad at recognizing when something is tasteful. Our lack of 
ability makes us overconfident in our own judgments, even in the face of disagree-
ment with our peers.”29 John MacFarlane criticized such alleged unreliability in Taste 
judgments and called for skeptical action, as it were. Robert Fogelin criticized both 
extremes by pointing out the “problems that make reasoning itself a precarious ac-
tivity.”30 This is, roughly, what the justification of Kant’s epistemology consists of – 
avoiding the insufficiency of reason to moderate between its own drive towards 
metaphysics or dialectics, respectively. When pursued without constraint, reason 
fails to avoid metaphysical or dialectical illusions that irresistibly lead either to 
radical dogmatism or to radical skepticism. Fogelin retrieved Kant´s warnings in 
order to project them onto contemporary thinking: 
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A life of reason is a life based on reasons, and this involves the evaluation of 
reasons, sorting out the good ones from the bad, the adequate from the inad-
equate, and so on. Without this critical attitude, innovation (for example, in 
the sciences) would not be possible. It is, or at least should be, one of the 
primary goals of education to instill healthy skeptical attitudes in students.31 

Regarding the (re-) integration of Taste throughout the disciplinary divisions today, 
the following fundamental methodological question was identified: “What con-
straints prevent a particular discipline from becoming merely dialectical? If the an-
swer to this question is nothing, this by itself shows that the discipline has lost sys-
tematic connection with its subject matter and, as a discipline, is no more than an 
illusion.”32 But although neither Kant nor Wittgenstein nor Fogelin probably haven’t 
been able to answer this central question, the latter’s suggestion to make an effort at 
amelioration seems to be more promising than the alternatives of explaining away.33 

Interestingly, Herman Cappelen described in his much discussed meta-philosophical 
proposals for “conceptual engineering” precisely the permanent process of concep-
tual amelioration as a most promising and practicable route for both “analytic” and 
“synthetic” philosophies as well as a whole range of other disciplines. Cappelen re-
garded conceptual engineering as a central topic in contemporary philosophy, which 
is not only interesting for science historians but also for others engaged with the 
dynamics of academic disciplines.34 Conceived as “assessing and then ameliorating 
our concepts”35, Cappelen’s conceptual engineering is regarded as a normative-“re-
visionist” project that stands in contrast or at least in tension to “descriptive” ap-
proaches. While the latter merely describe our metaphysical, epistemic, semantical, 
ethical or aesthetic concepts, the former show rather a rebellious or revisionist 
stance towards our inherited concepts. (Cappelen took Nietzsche as one such “ab-
solute” skeptic revisionist as an example.) Although some classifications of historical 
figures are admittedly arguable36, the main points of Cappelen’s skeptical call for 
action are directed towards future procedures. For example, “amelioration some-
times involves improving the meaning while keeping the lexical item fixed, and 
sometimes it involves the introduction of a new lexical item with an improved mean-
ing.”37 

If we now try to apply, generally and on the same meta-philosophical level, the pro-
posed procedure onto the concept of Taste, we can confirm that this kind of open 
and transdisciplinary approach to our subject matter is probably the only one which 
might capture its dimensions both before and after the disciplinary diversification 
emerged from the Taste discourse itself. The approach seems promising regarding 
research procedures as well, because it reflects the truism that disciplinary differences 
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in priorities would decidedly shape the goals and directions of the research projects; 
the “ameliorator” should be restrained by neither descriptive nor revisionist nor any 
disciplinary insights.38  

What then should our Taste concept(s) be like? As the significance of the term in 
different realms of inquiry and praxis suggests, a “descriptive” part of our generative 
work will have to refer to the major strains of discourses, both historically, system-
atically, and with respect to actuality. The “revisionist” – or better, potentially con-
troversial – part will include a couple of new, defeasible and also haunted concepts 
and topics.39 The list includes (1) insufficient reason, (2) refractive judgment, (3) 
opting aptitude (“optitude”), (4) immediation (5) cosmopolitanism and (6) inven-
tion-judgment complex.  

(1) “Insufficient reason” will be introduced at the very beginning, as a foundation
of what we refer to as laying in the human need to give reasons for matters of Taste.
(2) “Refractive judgment” will be discussed in the context of commentaries of Kant-
ian reflective judgments, both with respect to so-called non-reflective judgments
(Vico, Tetens, Gadamer) and to contemporary insights (Ginsborg, Allison, et. al.).
(3) “Optitude”, or “opting aptitude”, will be discussed in both historical and sys-
tematical contexts, where the problem of how to refute aptly (Gorgias) transforms
to the problem of faultless disagreement in the semantic of aesthetic judgments (an-
alytic philosophy). Besides this, “optitude” will be used throughout in the method-
ological context in alliance with Oscar Kenshur´s discussion about argumentation
styles including “co-optation”. (4) “Immediation” and (5) “cosmopolitanism” will
occupy most of the last two chapters 11 and 12 as conceptualizations of both central
aspects of Taste that have meanwhile changed their dimensions and domains to
reemerge among the most discussed academic topics and popular public praxis. (6)
Finally, inventio-iudicium: Although this generally known conceptual couple is not on
the list of specific merits of this study, it is worth noting that it has been used
throughout as a central conceptual tool to discern subtleties in handling the concept
of Taste. This traditional conceptual couple, best known from the context of rheto-
ric, delivered eventually both more and otherwise than originally expected.

This study takes Taste as both result and resource of its various notions, functions 
and actualities. As such, it requires a methodology that selectively projects its impli-
cations onto three interrelated dimensions or perspectives.  
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Structure of the study 

(1) The first, systematic perspective serves to explore Taste’s trajectories between
thinking, perceiving and judging. The question asked here is, to reiterate Frederic
Beiser, why must we give reasons for matters of Taste? This systematic-philosophi-
cal dimension or sagittal axis double-focuses the systematic and precariousness of
Taste. The relevance of this “going-in-depth”, or “Z-axis” lies not least in the ques-
tion of legitimation. While philosophical systematization tends to present its results
in a self-consistent form, our interest must disclose the contingencies and especially
actualities of our subject matter. This perspective deals with Taste’s assumed cen-
trality in thinking-perceiving-judging relationships and should question Taste as a
supposed key factor for understanding of human faculties, value theories and valu-
ating practices. This is why this axis or dimension includes a review of the involved
theoretical approaches and their (non-) resistance towards their often ideologically
or strategically stained receptions.

Placed between the allegedly autonomous faculties of perceiving and conceptualiz-
ing (“thinking”), judging became in Kant’s interpretation a highly sensitive tie sup-
posed to hold the whole system together (the so-called “triple faculty-theory”). Un-
der what circumstances could the (he-) autonomic40 Taste hold the promise without 
which Kant’s epistemological criticism would fall apart? There have been innumer-
ous attempts to provide systematic answers to this perhaps ill-formulated question. 
Some of them will have to be recapitulated and contextualized within this study. The 
research literature takes, irrespective of being (implicitly or explicitly) Kantian or 
not, Kant’s distinction of the faculties (capacities, abilities or “powers”) as a point 
of departure or return to give or take reasons for their acceptance or denial, respec-
tively. With respect to the cognitive faculty of understanding and its quasi-natural-
izing tendency towards (theoretic) observation (theōria), ratio, truth, unity, identity 
and intellectual input, the epistemic value of the Taste concept will be discussed 
within the scope of (the wider sense of) analytic philosophy, genealogical analysis 
and also contemporary critical theoretical schools. With respect to the cognitive fac-
ulty of reason and its quasi-emancipating tendency towards praxis and empiric, de-
sire, heterogeneity, difference and volatile output, the ethic value of the Taste con-
cept will be primarily discussed within the scope of what we shall provisionally call 
“synthetic” (or continental) philosophy. Its tendency towards value as immediate 
enjoyment leads typically to the transgression of measurable outcomes. Finally, with 
respect to the cognitive faculty of power of judgment and its tendency towards sen-
sual beauty, eroticism, balance, repetition and emotional feedback, the aesthetic 
value of the Taste concept will have to take, from an apparently Kantian perspective, 
a kind of mediating position between the rational-cognitive and empiric-volatile 
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tendencies. Here, the alleged links between emotion and cognition are often sup-
posed, while the history of Taste as their original common ground (i.e. before Kant’s 
attempt to systematize the faculties) remains either a (latent) point of discussion or 
a desideratum. This applies again to the genealogy of human-related disciplines, 
which will be, along with Taste and some exemplary valuating practices today, an 
important part of the study as well.  

(2) The second, historiographical perspective represents the vertical dimension, of
which the purpose is to explore Taste’s trajectories throughout time. The question
asked here is: How was Taste’s genealogy affected through major (inter-) cultural
contexts? This second focus on the transitory concept of Taste uses the idea of a
historical approach to verify the historiographical hypothesis about the instrumen-
tality of the concept of Taste for the production, reception and distribution aspects
of knowledge and culture throughout the eighteenth century, but also until the pre-
sent time. If the intellectual dynamics of the so-called “century of Taste”41 allow a
vision of a world in which aesthetics, religion, ethics, epistemology and politics were
inseparable, they may also challenge later assumptions about the ideological analysis
of texts and images. Such methodological discussions will also be involved in order
to critically assess the impacts of Taste in our contemporary world and the quasi-
naturalized inventio-iudicium divide. One of them is a media-amplified dispute about
the criteria for dividing the “invention” or “fake” from “truth telling”.

Methodologically, this historiographical research with its vertical axis recognizes 
Taste as a central category and catalyst for aesthetic and art theories since the first 
tacit appearances of the concept itself. Historiographical interest in Taste has been 
traditionally confined to its notion and limited mostly to the eighteent century, as 
monographs and (encyclopedic) articles demonstrated,42 while monographs on word 
semantic are meanwhile rather seldom.43 Valuable special focus on Taste in the Mid-
dle Ages44 went hand in hand with inquiries into the pre-history of the concept of 
Taste in the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries;45 this again went along with the con-
textualization of Taste’s prehistory in antiquity in a “Taste-rhetoric-poetics-arts-art-
theory” nexus.46 Rhetorical and sociocultural aspects of Taste became an explicit 
focus,47 helping to gather further insights into Taste’s dynamics throughout visual 
arts and literature as well as its role as a central factor in art and literary criticism.48 
Because Kant supposedly terminated the alleged era of Taste, or, to put it better, led 
it to a new stage, the role of his philosophy in the discussion of Taste will have to 
be taken as a point of departure, however also in reverse gear, so to say,49 meaning 
that we hope to be able to show what and why Kant had omitted in order to reach 
some or perhaps the most important of his goals. The relevance of this vertical- or 
Y-axis lies in the necessity to investigate the term of Taste from the idea-historical
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perspective, which is confined neither to Taste as motive nor to the semantic anal-
ysis of the term Taste (semantic theories in the analytic tradition are our focus for 
the first part of the study). Taste as a genuinely time-related concept has been ob-
served especially through the changing prisms of its appearance, shaped by the cul-
tural production, reception and distribution.  

(3) The third and final, sociocultural and political-economical perspective – we could
name it “popular” and “commonsensical” as well – is supposed to serve both as a
yet-to-be-filled field for explored inventions and actualizations of Taste concepts.
While the first part asks about the reasons for matters of Taste, this one is intended
to gradually provide the matters for reasons of Taste, or, eventually, for the latter’s
special surplus value today, if there is any. The focusses on actuality and popularity
of “exercising Taste”50 provide both retro-analytic and future-oriented perspectives
directed to the functions of Taste related especially to its “enlightened” and “cos-
mopolitan” versions.51 One question asked here is: Which functions took Taste to
inform the central humanistic disciplines? The aim is to explore and concretize the
hypothesis that the Taste concept became the fundament, legitimation and catalyst
for the emerging division of labor, faculties and disciplines throughout the eight-
eenth century and until today. The transformation of Taste towards a disciplinary
canon deals with the quasi-rhetoricising of Taste in the eighteenth century, with
(anti-) cosmopolitanism and (counter-) enlightenment throughout now, then, and in
the possible near future.

By focusing on the sociocultural and political-economical approach, meaning a pri-
marily geographical or horizontal axis,52 we can observe in this context how since 
the mid-1960s works on genealogy of Taste are predominantly shaped through spe-
cial focus on either French, English or German cultural, geographical and language 
contexts of the eighteenth century studies53 focused on enlightenment and cultural 
transfer between Germany, Britain and France in the 1700s remain more excep-
tions.54 However, a cross-disciplinary and quasi cross-cultural perspective on Taste 
informed the research timely with respect to its tight bonds to contemporary con-
cepts of enlightenment and cosmopolitanism. Some studies on Taste as a sociolog-
ical and economic phenomenon55 have affected, for example, the research-nexus of 
Taste, aesthetics and postmodernism; this remained however an infrequently-picked 
theme,56 although the gender57, colonial58, and religious59 aspects of Taste can be 
found in sporadic studies. In this fertile context, the thought of Taste appeared as 
and bred into, so it seems, a major source for the diversification of humanistic dis-
course. Taste has always been a category outreaching aesthetics, pointing not least 
towards ethics and politics. Gadamer claimed, for example, that Taste had always 
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been an exclusively ethical category, describing an ideal of humanity. From this per-
spective, Taste serves also as a medium for a sociocultural approach.60 According to 
Alexander von Bormann, Taste provides one of the main concepts of soaring bour-
geois culture for its ideology-historical analysis, a concept, which both unites and 
separates courtly and bourgeois culture.61 And so on, and so on. The relevance of 
this X-axis lies in observing Taste as a model for a sociocultural and political-eco-
nomical approach, which again serves as a methodological tool and meta-narrative 
for examining these approaches’ becoming as disciplines and discourses. 

This briefly sketched threefold structure of our study is designed to provide access 
to a number of research questions, which involve and question both inclinations 
towards Immanuel Kant’s critical philosophy and its rejections. Both have been 
taken as a point of departure for many subsequent approaches within humanist 
thought and practice. Because Kant admittedly terminated an important phase of 
Taste discourse, the role of his philosophy needs to be taken also as a point of de-
parture of the Taste discussion in both a systematical and non-systematical sense as 
well as in both historical directions. Such a complex approach will allow avoiding a 
retake of a “continental” or European perspective without coopting it with quasi 
pre-critical or colonial perspectives. If we understand both how to not fall victim to 
Kantian universalistic systematics and to his critics’ exceptionalisms, particularisms 
and singularisms, we can expect to be better able to estimate the mutual (in-) de-
pendency of British empiricism and German rationalism, which still shape diverging 
frames of references within contemporary aesthetics and beyond. Another collateral 
effect of the present approach lies in an existing desideratum for a deeper under-
standing of historical Taste discourse as a possible primordial pool and generator of 
concepts and ideas that have simultaneously brought about the humanistic discipli-
nary discourses and doctrines. While the latter (not least institutional) contexts can 
be followed in some detail, a closer understanding of the connections between our 
X-, Y- and Z-axes remained desiderata to date as well.  

One of the “updates” in Kant’s system can be observed in Sir Karl Popper’s theory 
of the “third world”, which claimed the objective existence of ideas besides the 
world of physical objects. The idea of the objective contents of scientific and artistic 
thought provided the basis for a logical empiricism as an exit from Hume’s allegedly 
naïve empiricism and his attempt to give a synthesis of the principles of Taste. 
Against this background, the following prolegomenon to a systematizing, historiciz-
ing and popularizing of Taste is designed to contextualize the subjects and objects 
of Taste by displaying the necessary conceptual and historical prerequisites for con-
ceptualizations of Taste, subjectivity and critical appreciation of the percep-
tual realm. The reconceptualization and recontextualization of Taste traces, among 
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others, the options of a decompartmentalization of Kantian and a number of con-
temporary perspectives. As recent research asserts, “the intellectual life of early 
modern Europe did not generally value compartmentalization or even tolerate its 
most harmless manifestations.”62 This “pressure against compartmentalization” was 
shared by “the advocates of persecution and compulsion, by the advocates of toler-
ation, and by the advocates of revolution”63, all of them presupposing a need for 
consistency, not least on the part of analytic philosophy. The intellectual dynamics 
of a world in which aesthetics, politics, religion, ethics and epistemology were insep-
arable challenges contemporary assumptions about the ideological analysis of texts64 
and requires, as Oscar Kenshur argues, an alternative conception that regards the 
ideological valences of ideas as context-dependent. A recontextualization and reha-
bilitation of the category of Taste cannot be achieved in terms of its appropriation 
and neutralization; what is required is an alternative to the intellectual, institutional 
and cultural “co-optation” methods of preempting or disarming one’s opponents by 
“taking them over.”65 


