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'The ethical judgement is reached fundamentally different from the esthetical judgement,' 
wrote Louisa Elderton in the Dutch magazine for contemporary art: Metropolis M 1, 2018. 
Ever since Emmanuel Kant wrote his 'Kritiek der Urteilskraft' in the late eighteenth century, 
we seem stuck with the idea that art should be judged and that this judgement is a matter of 
taste.  
 
Hans Georg Gadamer says that the ability to judge is 'being able to share a particularity under 
a universality'.1 And he adds that this act of judging, of recognizing something as a particular 
case of some general rule, cannot be proven logically. There is no principle by which this 
recognition can be explained and thus it cannot be taught or learned. It seems to be an ability 
that has to practised. Gadamer says rightfully that there can be no argumentation based on 
concepts that guides the application of rules.2  
 
Taste, says Gadamer, is the sense that enables us to distinguish between good and bad on 
perhaps the most animal and inward facing level: in that what feels good and in what pleases 
us.3 Again, this type of judgement cannot be argued. We can disagree about what tastes good, 
but we cannot make each other see why something tastes good on empirical or logical 
grounds. Still we know what is good and what is bad, even if we cannot argue why. Taste can 
be contested but cannot be argued, so said Kant in his 'Kritiek der Urteilskraft'. Gadamer 
criticizes Kant for hereby narrowing knowledge down to theoretical and practical reason: the 
type of knowledge that is generated in the natural sciences - and thus disqualifying the 
knowledge that is generated by art and by history, and the study of those in the humanities.4 
 
The term 'esthetica' comes from the Greek word 'aisthèsis, which means perception.5 Tasting 
is a perception. But admiration, or fear are also perceptions, pointed Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel out in his preface to ‘Vorlesungen über die Ästhetiek', in the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. We can now understand esthetical judgement as judgement by perception, 
not as judgement of perception, for knowing what feels good and what pleases us on the level 
of the senses cannot be argued: there is no general principle or method that we can apply to 
our recognition of what is good and what pleases us. Also we understand that this type of 
judgment cannot be learned, only be practised.  
 
Perhaps you have noticed that up until here I haven't talked about 'beauty', as in 'fine' art. I 
haven't because what is judging something as beautiful, or as fine, other than judging 
something on the level of the senses? We 'find' something fine or beautiful because it feels 
good or pleases us on the level of perception. Since we can agree or disagree on what is good 
or what pleases us, but cannot argue why, we can now understand that perceptions are 
experiences. We experience something as good or as bad, because it feels good or bad, or, of 
course, as anything in between good and bad. But since we can't argue our experience, our 
experience remains 'blind', 'detained within the enclosure of emotion', as Paul Ricoeur says, as 

                                                 
1 page 42; H.G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, Vantilt Nijmegen, 2014 
2 page 42; Gadamer, cited work; later on in this paper I will give an example with the recognition of a colour 
3 page 46; Gadamer, cited work 
4 page 51; Gadamer, cited work 
5 page 7; G.W.F. Hegel, Einleitung Vorlesungen über die Ästhetiek, Boom Meppel, 2012 
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an 'impression' until it is expressed.6 Ricoeur says 'language is the light of the emotion', in the 
sense that by describing the experience, the experience is repeated and made conscious.   
 
Though the experience is lived, it remains 'abstract' until it is described.7 It is 'abstract for so 
far it is separated from its meaning', says Ricoeur. In describing the experience we brought it 
to light. We became aware, became conscious, of what we experienced. Both the empirical 
facts, that what we perceived outside of us - ánd how these perceptions affected us, that what 
we perceived inside us. But describing experiences is not yet the same as understanding them. 
After describing them, the experiences may no longer be blind, but they remain abstract, in so 
far as they remain separated from their meaning. We now have to understand what we 
experienced. 
 
Understanding is a complex issue. I want to refrain from trying to be comprehensive, but I 
feel something has to be said here about the nature of understanding and of how 
understanding functions.  
 
First I believe it to be helpful to realise that when we start investigating the meaning of 
perceptions, that are experiences, our investigation is in fact aimed at our description of our 
perceptions. Not the experience itself can be investigated, it has passed, but our description of 
it. Whether the description is thought to be complete, or finished, or not. Whether we can 
renew our experience, our perception, and adjust our description of it because we can test it, 
or not.  
 
'Theme and subject of the investigation are being constituted by the motivation behind the 
question,' says then Gadamer.8 This means that our investigation is not aimed at acquiring a 
full knowledge of a subject, as is done in natural sciences, but is aimed at understanding in 
relation to our here and now. Our 'investigation is carried by the historical movement in which 
life itself is included'.9 We have reasons to want to investigate, we take an interest in what we 
investigate. But moreover, its importance is made up by what matters to us now.  
 
When investigation is not aimed at acquiring objective knowledge, as is done in the natural 
sciences, but at understanding, there can be no method to reach or to test it definitely. There is 
no one such 'object' that can be investigated, as is done in natural sciences. Investigating 
meaning of perceptions, of experiences, is entering a conversation with several partners, in 
which the description of your perceptions functions as a touchstone. After questioning each 
partner, you return to the description of your perceptions to see if and how what you found 
applies to that. You yourself are the most important conversational partner, since you 
described your perceptions and your pre-existent understanding of existence and of the world 
motivate your questioning.10 Other partners in the conversation are the descriptions of others 
of their perceptions and understanding of the same thing, or things touching on it. This is 
history, in a broad sense. Also recent, or very recent history. In case of a work of art, here the 

                                                 
6 page 10; Paul Ricoeur, The symbols of evil, Lemniscaat Rotterdam, 1970 
7 page 12; Ricoeur, cited work 
8 page 272; Gadamer, cited work 
9 page 272; Gadamer, cited work 
10 page 60: Paul Ricoeur, Tekst en betekenis, Ambo Baarn, 1991: "I join the suggestion of (Martin) Heidegger 
about the concept 'Verstehen'. I remind you that he, in 'Sein und Zeit', no longer associates the theory of 
understanding with understanding another, but that he understands it as a structure of being-in-the-world. To be 
more specific: Heidegger investigates this structure after he occupied himself with the 'Befindlichkeit'; the 
moment of 'understanding' stands in a dialectical relation to being-in-situation; which is the projection of our 
deepest personal possibilities in the heart of the situation in which we find ourselves." 
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intentions of the maker can become a partner in your conversation, for as far you can know of 
them because what the maker has said of them was recorded. Or, of course, in the case you 
can still ask the maker about it yourself. Each finding in this conversation is tested on your 
description of your perceptions, with which the entire investigation starts and ends. To see if, 
why and in how far, these findings actually apply to it. This is what Ricoeur calls the 
actualisation of a work of art.11   
 
It is here where the type of judgement functions that recognizes particulars as cases of 
universals. But what the particulars and what are the universals are, the described perceptions 
and the findings in the investigational conversation, is not systematically discernible. They 
switch places continually. It goes too far to elaborate on this process here. But perhaps it 
might help a little if I gave an example. For instance, when viewing the work 'Cathedra' of 
Barnett Newman, you might describe some particular type of blue that you perceive in it. You 
recognize it as a particular of the universal 'blue'. This universal brings together all particulars 
in the present, and from the past. Suddenly you find yourself in conversation with a particular 
kind of blue in a work of art from the past, or several works from the past, and the blue of the 
Cathedra. From the particular blue in the Cathedra, you went to the universal 'blue' - as found 
in the present and in history, and back to particular blues perceived in particular works from 
the past, perhaps as seen in the present. And your investigational conversation is not only 
engaged with descriptions of these particular perceptions, but also with several 
understandings of these particulars, and with the universal that that groups them together as a 
certain colour, and as a certain kind of that colour. 
 
In addition to the type of judgement based on recognition that can't be argued, other types of 
judgement, that are based on concepts and can be argued, though equally not proven, become 
applicable in the process of understanding, the investigation of meaning. Gadamer compares 
this type of understanding to the juridical hermeneutic, where the jurist applies the meaning of 
the law book (including the historical evolution, understanding and application of an article) 
to the present actuality, a certain 'case'.12  
 
Since the process of understanding is complex we can (and perhaps must, but not in this 
article) elaborate on it, but we will never reach a definite conclusion or come to a descriptive 
method, a system of investigation that will be applicable to all investigations. How we come 
to understanding, and understanding itself, remains open, guided by what matters to us here 
and now, by what we perceived, by what we discover in history, and by what we come to 
understand in and about all. This complexity doesn't mean that the investigation of meaning is 
an impenetrable and incomprehensible process that is subject to coincidence and accident, 
because it's starting point and its conclusion are made up by the described perceptions. In the 
case of a work of art, all questions are motivated by what the actual work shows and does, and 
all findings are tested on what the actual work shows and does. As long as the description of 
the perceptions is clear and the steps taken in the investigation of meaning are motivated, the 
findings will be imitable and useful for others. The knowledge found in the consideration of 
meaning of perceptions is not objective in such sense as knowledge found by practical reason, 
but is knowledge none the less.  
 
The 'mysterious entanglement' of thinking and speaking brings out 'the concealment of 
language in thought', says Gadamer.13 The investigation of meaning, the process of 

                                                 
11 page 124; Ricoeur, Tekst en betekenis 
12 paragraph c, chapter two, part two; Gadamer, cited work 
13 page 370; Gadamer, cited work 
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understanding, 'forms (...) a closed circle of question and answer'.14 In understanding of 
perception, of experience, language is, not even the medium but the faculty of thought. 
Without language, without thought, there can be no understanding, no meaning. Our 
experiences remain 'blind', as says Ricoeur, when we don't give words to them. So even in the 
case of visual art, or in musical art without words, language is the faculty of thought, and the 
domain of understanding.  
 
When we talk of reaching an understanding, we say: 'I now see'. The seeing we intend here, is 
not the blind perception or experience itself, but the understanding of the meaning of what we 
perceived and experienced. When returning to the statement of Louisa Elderton from the 
beginning of this article, we can now conclude that reaching an ethical judgement is in fact 
not so different from reaching an esthetical judgement. But more importantly, we can now 
conclude that the esthetical judgement as a matter of taste, that can't be argued, is in fact 
'blind', and meaningless. Meaningless on any level deeper than an individual judgement of 
what one 'likes' or what pleases someone on an animal and inward facing level. On the level 
of understanding we can conclude that the esthetical judgement is a complex process that 
remains open, because any 'actualisation' of a work of art builds on both the here and now of 
the contemplator ánd the web of historical descriptions, understanding and associations: 
eventually on the entire 'culture' where both the contemplator and the work sprung from and 
exist in.  
 
The knowledge that understanding generates differs from knowledge that empirical, natural 
sciences generate. The knowledge that comes from understanding is a knowledge that remains 
open, it will never be 'full' until history itself would become 'full'. But really, how different is 
this acknowledgement from the status of knowledge in the natural sciences? Should we not 
speak of development in the natural sciences as well? In an interview with Ann Demeester in 
Mu.ZEE Antwerp, on the 30th July of 2017, Richard Tuttle said: 'science and art is really the 
same thing.' 
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