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Judgements of Taste and Cultural Conflict 
 

Per Bauhn 

(Linnaeus University) 

 

 

Immanuel Kant famously argued that claiming that something is 

beautiful differs from claiming that it is merely pleasing. The pleasing cer-

tainly depends on individual subjective preferences, and what is pleasing to 

one person may be displeasing to another. However, with the beautiful, the 

proper object of judgements of taste, things are different. In assigning the 

quality of ―beautiful‖ to an object or to an representation of an object, the 

agent implies a universally valid assessment. 

The universality of judgements of taste still differs from the logical 

universality of, for instance, necessary truths. According to Kant, it is a spe-

cial kind of aesthetic universality, involving a satisfaction recognized by us 

as we reflect on something beautiful. Hence, the universality of judgements 

of taste ―involves no objective quantity of the judgement but only that which 

is subjective‖; accordingly, they can be characterized as possessing ―subjec-

tive universal validity‖.
1
 Kant also recognizes that there is no way in which 

we can prove to those who disagree with our judgements of taste that they 

are wrong, since ―there can be no rule according to any one is to be forced to 

recognise anything as beautiful‖.
2
 Hence, the universality of judgements of 

taste is more about what is implied in making such a judgement than about 

what must be empirically or logically accepted: ―The judgement of taste re-

quires the agreement of every one: and he who describes anything as beau-

tiful claims that every one ought to give his approval to the object in ques-

tion and also describe it as beautiful‖.
3
 

The fact that judgements of taste on the one hand imply an ―ought‖ 

that is both subjective and universal, and on the other hand do not admit of 

any objective proof as to their validity, creates a problem concerning how 

we are to decide which one of two conflicting judgements of taste is the cor-

                                                 
1 Kant‟s Critique of Judgement, Macmillan 1914, p. 60. 
2 Ibid., p. 62. 
3 Ibid., p. 92. 
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rect one. Kant brings in common sense to resolve this problem. Judgements 

of taste, he writes, ―must have a subjective principle which determines what 

pleases or displeases only by feeling and not by concepts, but yet with uni-

versal validity. But such a principle could only be regarded as a common 

sense ... [I]t is only under the presupposition that there is a common sense ... 

that the judgement of taste can be laid down‖.
1
 And this presupposition 

about the existence of common sense, Kant continues, is implied by the very 

subjective universalism of his aesthetic theory: ―In all judgements by which 

we describe anything as beautiful, we allow no one to be of another opinion; 

without however grounding our judgement on concepts but only on our feel-

ing, which we therefore place at its basis not as private, but as a communal 

feeling‖.
2
 

Now, by explaining taste in terms of subjective universalism and 

common sense, Kant illuminates an important aspect of cultural conflict, 

namely, the fact that such conflict often begins as a conflict between two 

subjective universalisms, implying contradictory conceptions of common 

sense, and involving typically aesthetical judgements. In Roger Scruton‘s 

words, ―[c]ulture is ... the ongoing record of the life of feeling, which offers 

to every new generation the examples, images, and words that will teach it 

what to feel‖.
3
 But the life of feeling also involve the negative feelings in-

volved in cultural conflicts, the feelings that members of one culture apply 

to the actions of members of another culture when the latter act contrary to 

the first group‘s norms. 

Cultural conflicts of course involve many other types of norms than 

just aesthetic ones. They typically involve moral and religious differences 

concerning rights, duties, taboos, the status of women, sexual minorities, the 

role of the family, and so on. However, very often a cultural conflict mani-

fests itself in more or less spontaneous outbursts of disgust as two groups 

are confronted with each other‘s ways of life. Long before anyone will in-

voke principles about right and wrong or start to defend a particular world-

view, there is this immediate aesthetic reaction. Confronted by a behaviour 

of other persons that is deviant from the point of view of one‘s own cultural 

standards, one is likely to react with feelings of revulsion rather than with 

reasons and arguments, especially if the behaviour in question concerns 

areas deemed sensitive from within one‘s own cultural perspective. 

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 92f. 
2 Ibid., p. 94. 
3 Culture Counts, New York: Encounter Books 2007, p. 42. 
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One reason why moral, religious, and other kinds of normative be-

liefs are manifested in aesthetic terms is that when we perceive these beliefs 

as self-evident to us, we tend to forget how to argue for them, and instead 

treat them as something natural, as fundamental standards of human decency 

that require no justification. To look for justifying reasons would, on the 

contrary, indicate that there is room for doubt, and if the normative beliefs in 

question have been sufficiently well inculcated (or, as some might prefer to 

express it, indoctrinated) in us, such skepticism is out of the question. 

Hence, when confronted by someone flouting our normative standards we 

react not by engaging that person or group in an argument about right and 

wrong, but by expressing how appalled, disgusted, and offended we are. 

And very often we express this in terms that are aesthetic rather than moral 

or religious terms; our moral or religious beliefs are here simply taken for 

granted, as constituting a common sense in Kant‘s terminology, and hence 

they do not figure in any explicit argument. And it is this locally experi-

enced common sense that one relies on when one rejects the ways of life of 

another group as disgusting. The emotional outrage and the assumed self-

evidence of one‘s own point of view also point to the element of subjectivity 

that Kant associated with judgements of taste. It is about feelings, not about 

reasons. And we take these feelings to express something universally valid – 

here is Kant‘s subjective universality again. As we see things, it is not that 

others are wrong because they offend us, but rather that they offend us 

because they are wrong. We take our feeling of being offended as an ap-

propriate reaction to the transgression of the other, not as the reason for our 

condemnation of them. Accordingly, we understand our own feeling of re-

vulsion as not just any subjective reaction, but as a universally valid subjec-

tive reaction. 

As an early example of how subjective universalism and common 

sense operate in a cultural conflict, we have Herodotus‘ account of an ex-

periment made by the Persian king Darius: 
 

When Darius was king, he summoned the Greeks who were 

with him and asked them for what price they would eat their 

fathers‘ dead bodies. They answered that there was no price 

for which they would do it. Then Darius summoned those In-

dians who are called Callatiae, who eat their parents, and ask-

ed them (the Greeks being present and understanding through 

interpreters what was said) what would make them willing to 
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burn their fathers at death. The Indians cried aloud, that he 

should not speak of so horrid an act.
1
 

 

Although it is only the Callatians who show any emotions in this 

story, there is no need to assume that the Greeks were not just as convinced 

that what Darius suggested to them was appalling and ―horrid‖. Moral eval-

uations are couched in terms of judgements of taste – what is perceived as 

disgusting is taken as a manifestation of what is immoral. 

Likewise, when the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus de-

scribes the Huns, he reveals their barbaric culture by pointing to how they 

look and how they deliberately disfigure themselves: 
 

The people of the Huns ... are quite abnormally savage. From 

the moment of their birth they make deep gashes in their 

children‘s cheeks, so that when in due course hair appears its 

growth is checked by the wrinkled scars; as they grow older 

this gives them the unlovely appearance of beardless eunuchs. 

They have squat bodies, strong limbs, and thick necks, and are 

so prodigiously ugly and bent that they might be two-legged 

animals, or the figures crudely carved from stumps which are 

seen on the parapets of bridges. Still, their shape, however dis-

agreeable, is human; but their way of life is so rough that they 

have no use for fire or seasoned food, but live on the roots of 

wild plants and the half-raw flesh of any sort of animal, which 

they warm a little by placing it between their thighs and the 

backs of their horses. ... They wear garments of linen or of the 

skins of field-mice stitched together, and there is no difference 

between their clothing whether they are at home or abroad. 

Once they have put their necks into some dingy shirt they nev-

er take it off or change it till it rots and falls to pieces from in-

cessant wear.
2
 

 

In a similar fashion, the British historian W.E.H. Lecky gives fre-

quent expression of his disgust as he recounts the lives of the early Christian 

saints: 
 

                                                 
1 The Histories, Harvard UP 1920, 3.38. 
2 The Later Roman Empire, Penguin Classics 1986, 31.2. 
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There is, perhaps no phase in the moral history of mankind of 

a deeper or more painful interest than this ascetic epidemic. A 

hideous, sordid, and emaciated maniac, without knowledge, 

without patriotism, without natural affection, passing his life 

in a long routine of useless and atrocious self-torture, and 

quailing before the ghastly phantoms of his delirious brain, 

had become the ideal of the nations which had known the 

writings of Plato and Cicero and the lives of Socrates and 

Cato ... St Jerome declares, with a thrill of admiration, how he 

had seen a monk, who for thirty years had lived exclusively on 

a small portion of barley bread and of muddy water; another, 

who lived in a hole and never ate more than five figs for his 

daily repast; a third, who cut his hair only on Easter Sunday, 

who never washed his clothes, who never changed his tunic 

till it fell to pieces, who starved himself till his eyes grew dim, 

and his skin ‗like a pumice stone‘ ... St Athanasius relates with 

enthusiasm how St Antony, the patriarch of monachism, had 

never, to extreme old age, been guilty of washing his feet ... St 

Euphraxia joined a convent of one hundred and thirty nuns, 

who never washed their feet, and who shuddered at the men-

tion of a bath ... [T]he life of St Simeon Stylites is probably 

the most remarkable. It would be difficult to conceive a more 

horrible or disgusting picture than is given of the penances by 

which that saint commenced his ascetic career. He had bound 

a rope around him so that it became imbedded in his flesh, 

which putrefied around it. ‗A horrible stench, intolerable to 

the bystanders, exhaled from his body and worms dropped 

from him whenever he moved and they filled his bed‘ ... For a 

whole year, we are told, St Simeon stood upon one leg, the 

other being covered with hideous ulcers, while his biographer 

was commissioned to stand by his side, to pick up the worms 

that fell from his body, and to replace them in the sores, the 

saint saying to the worm, ‗Eat what God has given you‘.
1
 

 

Lecky is filled with disgust and contempt for the early saints and 

their neglect of bodily hygiene and the comforts that life may offer. And his 

                                                 
1 History of European Morals, London: Longmans, Green, and Co. 1913, vol. II, pp. 

107–112. 
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account is quite effective in the sense that it encourages us to dismiss the 

saints without any further thought as ridiculous, mad, or just plain disgust-

ing. And it can do this, because we share his judgement of taste – that it is 

indeed disgusting to freely choose a life of dirt and bodily neglect. Once our 

feeling of disgust has been activated we tend to stop looking for reasons or 

arguments – in particular, we stop looking for the saints‘ reasons for their 

behaviour; we are happy just to dismiss, reject, and place ourselves at a safe 

distance from these crackpots. 

This capacity of judgements of taste to short-circuit or overrun our 

capacity for moral judgement is of course often exploited by dictators and 

other seducers of nations. Dehumanization very often operates with the help 

of negative aesthetic concepts. By branding the people that they want to 

destroy as disgusting and repulsive, dictators manage to reverse the burden 

of proof, so that it is now their prospective victims who have to clear them-

selves of a stain of depravity before they can regain their very status as fel-

low human beings, deserving of our respect. As examples, we can think of 

how Joseph Stalin‘s prosecutor Andrei Vyshinsky labelled the defendants in 

one of the Soviet show trials as ―filthy dogs ... accursed reptiles ... execrable 

traitors‖, and how Adolf Hitler compared Jewishness to ―a maggot in a rot-

ten body‖ and a ―virus‖ to be eliminated.
1
 

To the extent that we think of our standards for appropriate behaviour 

as natural and self-evident, we are also likely to think of persons who act 

contrary to these standards as not only mistaken but perverse and repulsive. 

When these persons defend their actions in terms of their cultural standards, 

we might be tempted to condemn not only them but also their culture as 

lacking in rationality or human decency. What begins as a judgement of 

taste ends up as a moral evaluation. But it also involves a strongly experi-

enced distinction between ―us‖ and ―them‖. 

Indeed, it has been argued that the feeling of disgust is central to the 

very formation of cultures: ―Disgust seems intimately connected to the crea-

tion of culture; it is so peculiarly human that, like the capacity for language, 

it seems to bear a necessary connection to the kinds of social and moral 

possibility we have. If you were casually to enumerate the norms and val-

ues, aesthetic and moral, whose breach prompts disgust, you would see just 

                                                 
1 Jonathan Glover Humanity: A Moral History of the Twentieth Century, London: 

Pimlico 2001, p. 246; 339. 
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how crucial the emotion is to keeping us in line and minimally present-

able‖.
1
 

For many people, judgements of taste may even replace moral rea-

sons, either because they do not know and have perhaps never thought about 

what their moral reasons are, or because there is no moral reason, just a 

strong feeling that certain actions must (not) be performed. As Kwame An-

thony Appiah has noted, ―[m]any Americans eat pigs but won‘t eat cats. It 

would be hard to make the case that cats are, say, dirtier or more intelligent 

than pigs. And since there are societies where people will eat cats, we know 

that it is possible for human beings to eat them with pleasure and without 

danger. Most American meat eaters who refuse to eat cats have only the de-

fense that the very thought of it fills them with disgust‖.
2
 

But not only can judgements of taste replace moral reasons. They can 

also prevent moral reasoning. This is so, since aesthetic feelings tend to 

block processes of deliberation by making agents react to stimuli in ac-

cordance with their immediate feelings of desire or disgust. This is why it 

takes only a rumour in India that Muslims have slaughtered cows to turn 

Hindu mobs into an anti-Muslim frenzy, killing Muslims wherever they find 

them;
3
 this is also why it takes only a rumour that a youth living in a Hindu 

village in Bangladesh has insulted the prophet Muhammed to turn a Muslim 

mob into a similar religious frenzy of hatred, burning down the whole vil-

lage in the process.
4
 Feelings of disgust communicate easily with feelings of 

hatred, contempt, and fear and prevent reason from intervening with critical 

questions concerning truth, logic, and justification. 

Even when they are not fuelled by religious or political fanaticism 

and self-righteousness, feelings of disgust work to establish hierarchies be-

tween the dignified and the undignified, between those who deserve our 

respect and those who do not. Here the concept of cultural conflict may be 

applied to smaller units than ethnic or religious communities. The line that 

separates elites from masses, upper classes from lower classes, the rich from 

the poor, and the educated from the uneducated, and thus cuts through wider 

                                                 
1 William Ian Miller The Anatomy of Disgust, Harvard UP 1997, p. 18. 
2 Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers, London: Allen Lane 2006, p. 

53f. 
3 https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/86-killed-in-cow-related-violence-

since-2010-are-muslims-97-attacks-after-modi-govt-came-to-power/story-

w9CYOksvgk9joGSSaXgpLO.html 
4 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/bangladesh-village-prophet-

mohammed-insulted-facebook-post-islam-muslim-south-asia-a8051841.html 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/86-killed-in-cow-related-violence-since-2010-are-muslims-97-attacks-after-modi-govt-came-to-power/story-w9CYOksvgk9joGSSaXgpLO.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/86-killed-in-cow-related-violence-since-2010-are-muslims-97-attacks-after-modi-govt-came-to-power/story-w9CYOksvgk9joGSSaXgpLO.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/86-killed-in-cow-related-violence-since-2010-are-muslims-97-attacks-after-modi-govt-came-to-power/story-w9CYOksvgk9joGSSaXgpLO.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/bangladesh-village-prophet-mohammed-insulted-facebook-post-islam-muslim-south-asia-a8051841.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/bangladesh-village-prophet-mohammed-insulted-facebook-post-islam-muslim-south-asia-a8051841.html
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societal communities, represents a conflict involving opposed subjective 

universalisms and is also manifested in judgements of taste. People can have 

their class identity associated with bad taste, junk food, and a generally un-

healthy lifestyle, finding themselves assessed in negative aesthetic terms as 

tasteless, fat, and sloppy. Hence, ―dominated social groups are stigmatized 

less for their lack of ability to afford consumer goods and failure to partici-

pate in a consumer society than for what are perceived (by the dominant 

classes) to be poor consumption choices‖.
1
 However, the negative aesthetic 

assessment may also go in the opposite direction, as when members of elites 

are being characterized as vulgar, decadent, snobbish, and arrogant.
2
 

Now, it is important to note that the subjective universality implied 

by judgements of taste can be challenged and transcended by the rational 

universality implied by judgements of agency. This happens when we, so to 

speak, look behind the curtain and find that our perceptions of what is beau-

tiful and ugly, appealing and disgusting, proper and improper, are given nei-

ther by nature, nor by God, but are, at least in part, created by us. The first 

step is, of course, to realize, as Darius did in Herodotus‘s story, that these 

kinds of norms differ between cultures. However, we need not share Hero-

dotus‘s relativist conclusion that ―custom is lord of all‖.
3
 Cultures and the 

norms and values inherent in them are created, maintained, and changed by 

human agents. Hence, the next step would be to look for a different level of 

norms and values that apply to human agents qua human agents, and not 

only qua agents of this or that particular culture. We should look for a ra-

tional universality, applying to all agents as such, rather than letting our-

selves be limited by the subjective universality, applying only to culturally 

defined groups of agents and their local common sense. 

The philosopher Alan Gewirth pointed out that agency itself has a 

normative structure, in the sense that agents try to realize goals that they 

necessarily perceive as good – otherwise they would not try to realize them. 

Different agents have of course different goals. But all agents need certain 

basic goods in order for them to be successful in their respective endeav-

ours. Gewirth sums up these necessary goods of agency as freedom and 

well-being, including in well-being various physical and psychological abili-

                                                 
1 Simon Stewart ―Evaluative Judgements: Ethics, Aesthetics, and ‗Bad Taste‘‖, The 

Sociological Review 65 (2017), p. 39. 
2 Diana Kendall Framing Class, Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield 2011, pp. 

55–65. 
3 The Histories, 3.38. 
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ties generically needed for successful agency.
1
 Now, Gewirth‘s argument 

points to a rational universality inherent in the very concept of agency: Sim-

ply by being agents, we must, if we are rational, recognize that freedom and 

well-being are indeed necessary goods, which implies that we cannot ration-

ally accept that other agents deprive us of freedom and well-being, which in 

turn implies that we claim rights to freedom and well-being. For us to deny 

that we have rights to freedom and well-being would involve us in a contra-

diction, claiming both that we want to realize our goals (as all agents neces-

sarily must claim) and that we do not mind if others deprive us of the goods 

generically necessary to the realization of any and all of our goals. 

If we accept Gewirth‘s argument, then we can also reject Herodotus‘s 

claim that ―custom is lord of all‖ – at least if we understand this latter propo-

sition as a justification of cultural relativism. For now we can distinguish 

between what is assumed to be right and good within a particular culture and 

what is rationally right and good: ―We can have rational knowledge of what 

is morally right in a way that is independent of the diversity of various posi-

tive cultures with their divergent positive moralities and positive concep-

tions of ‗reason‘ and ‗knowledge‘‖.
2
 Moreover, we can make the bold argu-

ment that cultures may be mistaken about what is good and right, for 

instance, because they entertain wrong beliefs about human nature or about 

the existence of various gods and divine prescriptions. Cultural norms and 

values that justify and encourage dehumanizing views of other human 

beings, just because the latter do not conform to various religious or tradi-

tional taboos, are simply wrong, regardless of the support they recieve with-

in a particular community. The same goes for cultural norms and values that 

deny equal rights to women, or interfere with freedom of opinion. All such 

cultural norms and values are wrong and unjustified, as they contradict the 

rights to freedom and well-being that all agents must rationally claim and 

recognize. Most importantly, we can apply this line of critical assessment al-

so to the norms and values of our own culture, as our critical inquiry departs 

from universal implications of rational agency and not just from any paro-

chial set of assumptions. 

Hence, it is possible to criticize negative aesthetic judgements that 

figure in cultural conflicts from a point of view that is external to the norms 

and values of the cultural communities involved. The subjective universal-

                                                 
1 Reason and Morality, Chicago UP 1978, pp. 48–58. 
2 Alan Gewirth ―Is Cultural Pluralism Relevant to Moral Knowledge?‖, Social Phi-

losophy and Policy 11 (1994), p. 32. 



64 

 

ism inherent in judgements of taste that was invoked by Kant can itself be 

evaluated according to the norms and values of the rational universalism 

inherent in agency. We can be agents without being members of a particular 

cultural community sharing certain norms and values, but we can never be 

members of a particular cultural community without also being agents. 

Hence, what is necessarily valid for rational agents must also be valid for 

any member of any particular cultural community. 

However, it is one thing to give a rational proof of human rights to 

freedom and well-being. It is quite another thing to change the feelings of 

those who deny such rights. In this sense, the long battle between the many 

culturally embedded subjective universalisms and the rational universalism 

of agency is by no means over. The justificatory power of rational argu-

ments does not necessarily correspond to any similar emotive power in these 

arguments. Judgements of taste may well turn out to be more persuasive 

than judgements of reason, and people may find it easier to be ashamed of 

their inability to live up to the expectations of their cultural community than 

to be ashamed of their inability to act as reason would require of them. This 

is the truth in David Hume‘s statement that ―[r]eason of itself is utterly im-

potent‖
1
 when it comes to motivate people to act morally. 

However, if we think of reason not ―of itself‖, but rather as embed-

ded in agency, there might be room for a more optimistic view. Agents, who 

are capable of reviewing their goals of action (which is evident from the fact 

that agents often regret their past actions and try to reform themselves, set-

ting new goals for themselves) should also be capable of using their rational 

capacities to criticize the norms and values that guide them. After all, how 

could cultures ever have been capable of adapting to new external circum-

stances and to change and develop their conceptions of the good and the 

right, unless at least some of their members had been able to think and act 

beyond prevailing norms and values? Hence, to the extent that cultural 

conflicts involve judgements of taste, the subjectivity of such judgements 

need not rule out rational criticism and the possibility of a solution of these 

conflicts in accordance with rationally justified human rights. 

 

 

 
 

 

                                                 
1 A Treatise of Human Nature, The Clarendon Press 1978, III, i,1, p. 457. 
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From Tastelessness to Selftaste: 

Toward Dissolving Politics of Disgust 
 

Virgil W. Brower, 

(Charles University) 
 

 

I better use some Tic Tacs just in case…. 

~ Donald Trump
1
 

 

With the recent republication of his essay, Taste, Giorgio Agamben 

evokes a repressed kind of love and knowledge lurking within ―the Greek 

project for a philo-sophia, for a love of knowledge and a knowledge of love 

…‖ 
 

So, too, may we now grasp that the concept of taste constitutes an 

extreme and late incarnation of this very project [the Greek project for 

philo-sophia] … It is this knowledge in which truth and beauty 

communicate … in [which], finally science enjoys and pleasure knows 

… Knowledge of love, philosophy, signifies: beauty must save truth 

and truth must save beauty … Only such a pleasure, in which pleasure 

and knowledge are united, could attain the idea of wisdom [sapien-

zale] and thus taste … the concept of „flavour‟ [sa-pore] (rasa) …2 
 

Agamben dares to situate ―taste as the privileged site to illuminate [the] 

fractures that essentially characterize Western metaphysics‖.
3
 Although A-

gamben says nearly nothing about empiricial gustation throughout Taste, the 

whole of his essay fixes ‗taste‘ as a privileged site to address fundamental 

scissions at the heart of Western metaphysics which cannot but conclude on 

the concept of flavour, a specifically Indian flavour. This can be read as an 

oblique invitation to continue; to address the flavours of gustation, beyond 

                                                 
1 Transcript of the 2005 bus braggadocio of Donald Trump recorded by Access Hol-

lywood and leaked for public consumption by the Washington Post on October 7, 

prior to the 2016 U.S. presidential election. New York Times (8 October 2016). 
2 ‗Rasa‘ comes from Agamben‘s gesture to the Indian poetic treatise, The Mirror of 

Composition (Sahitya-darpana), Giorgio Agamben Taste, trans. Francis Cooper, 

New York: Seagull Books, 2017, pp. 75-7; italics added. 
3 Ibid., p. 8. 
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the metaphoric ‗taste‘ dominated by art and aesthetic theory. The particular 

flavour on which Agamben‘s essay concludes is: ―… the Flavour that those 

who have the means of judgement enjoy as the proper form of self, insepara-

bly‖.
1
 It is on this Indian notion of a flavour proper to a form of self on 

which I wish to focus in this essay. 

At least since Aristotle, the speculative and theoretical baseline or 

zero degree of taste has been water; the alleged tastelessness of water. ―Now 

the nature [phusis] of water [hydatos] tends to be tasteless [achumos; fla-

vourless] / ‗H μὲνου͒ντου̑ ὔδατοςυύσις βούλεται ἄχυμος‖.
2
 If anything is and 

could be tasteless or can be even considered tasteless, canonically it is, 

would be, or has been water. But the empiricist, Michel Serres, will not fall 

for it. 
 

Can we establish a sensorial baseline: a point of reference? We can 

dream, at the very least. Conventional wisdom tell us that water func-

tions this way … odourless, colourless, tasteless … Yet the evidence 

contradicts this: water has taste, colours and an aroma that tells us 

where it came from, twenty different ones we can distinguish with our 

eyes closed: still, running, city, mountain. The base line has shifted.3 
 

As Hume claims of eggs, ―no one … expects the same taste and relish in all 

of them‖,
4
 so it would be for Serres in regards to water. Aristotle, while yet 

maintaining the tastelessness of water, would hardly disagree with Serres. 

The former would instead claim that what Serres is tasting (or claims would 

be tasted) in these twenty different water samples is simply various particles 

of earth (a rejoinder to which Serres, also, would hardly disagree). 
 

[W]ater changes by being affected in some way … Now the flavours 

found in pericarpal fruits are clearly also present in the earth. Hence 

many of the old natural philosophers hold that water is assimilated to 

the earth through which it passes. This is quite obvious in the case of 

salt springs; for salt is a form of earth. Water which is filtered from 

                                                 
1 The Mirror of Composition [Sahitya-darpana], quoted in Agamben, Taste, p. 77; 

italics added. 
2 Aristotle On Sense and Sensible Objects, Loeb Classical Library 288; Aristotle 

VIII, p. 238f; [Chapter IV, lines 441a 4-5]. 
3 Serres The Five Senses, p. 169; italics added. 
4 An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding and Other Writings, ed. Stephen 

Buckle, Cambridge UP 2007, p. 37; [Section 4, Part 2; 20; [36]]. 
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the ashes, which are bitter, has a bitter flavour … For the wet, like ev-

erything else, is by nature affected only by its contrary, viz., the dry.1 
 

What neither Aristotle considers (in terms of tastelessness) nor Serres seems 

willing to consider (in terms of a gustatory baseline) is that even if, by dis-

tillation, deionization, or whatever unnatural or chemical process, tasteless 

water was possible or attainable, and then sipped, swished, or drunk, would 

not Serres‟ claim still hold? 

One could yet only dream of a baseline to taste. Why so? Because 

even if water were tasteless – or if it were possible to chemically manipulate 

a tasteless water – the taster, the taster‘s self, in the very act of trying to taste 

the tasteless baseline would yet taste itself; i.e., its selftaste. If there were no 

selftaste – if selftaste were tasteless – it would still suffer the earthy, local, 

spatial, and temporal impurities as an impossibly tasteless water would ac-

cording to both of the arguments of Aristotle and Serres. It seems only a 

short-sighted empiricist (or proto-empiricist) proclivity that keeps both of 

these great tasters of the philosophical canon from discovering selftaste. 

As such, this empirical and impossible baseline, zero degree, or taste-

lessness should also be applied to the alleged empiricism of Lord Berkeley. 

An inevitable disclosure of selftaste would seem to come about in his sys-

tem in a similar way to that just suggested in Serres. In the first of the Three 

Dialogues (1713) Philonous asks, ―If therefore sugar and wormwood are un-

thinking corporeal substances existing without the mind, how can sweetness 

or bitterness … agree to them?‖
2
 To which Hylas responds, ―I give up … 

Though I profess it sounds oddly, to say that sugar is not sweet‖.
3
 This is an 

echo of a point made previously in §38 of A Treatise Concerning the 

Principles of Human Knowledge (1710). 
 

But after all, say you, it sounds very harsh to say we eat and drink 

ideas … The hardness or softness, the color, taste … and suchlike 

qualities, which combine together constitute the several sorts of vict-

                                                 
1 Aristotle op. cit. p. 241, [Chapter IV, lines 441a 20-441b 13]. 
2 Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonus: The Design of which is Plainly to 

Demonstrate the Reality and Perfection of Human Knowledge, the Corporeal Nature 

of the Soul, and the Immediate Providence of a Deity in Opposition to Sceptics and 

Atheists, The Works of George Berkeley, Vol 1, Philosophical Works 1705-21, ed. 

Alexander Campbell Fraser, New York: Continuum 2005, p. 389. 
3 Ibid., p. 390; italics added. 
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uals … have been shown to exist only in the mind that perceives 

them: and this is all that is meant by calling them ideas.1 
 

‗Sweet‘ is an idea. Only minds have ideas. Since sugar has no mind, it 

cannot have (or be) ‗sweet‘. The sweetness of sugar cannot, itself, taste that 

sweetness, therefore sugar is not sweet, for Berkeley.
2
 (The problem is, sim-

ply, that sugar cannot taste itself; has no selftaste). 

If one subscribes to the matterlessness of Berkeley that results in 

claims such as sugar is not sweet, because sweet is merely an idea and is 

only to be found, experienced, or present in the mind of the taster, thinker, 

or experiencer because it is absent in the sugar, itself, then – stranded in 

such a world with no tastes and a truly tasteless state of affairs – are we any 

closer to overcoming that position evoked by Serres, in which one can only 

dream of a baseline to taste? If there are no tastes; if the world were Aristo-

telian water; if there is nothing or no matter to taste, anyway … what would 

be experienced or ideated through the tastelessness? Selftaste is worth con-

sidering. Would Berkeley be able to simply retort that selftaste is, also, not 

tasted (or selved) in the same way that sugar is not sweet? It is fairly easy to 

swallow that sugar has no ideas or that there are no ideas in sugar. But can 

one make the same claim of selftaste? Would it not be the case that the ideas 

of tastes or flavours are selftaste (or, are in the taster or experiencer that 

tastes and experiences tastes and selftaste) precisely because they are not in 

the sugar? If sugar is not sweet, it would be because the selftaste of the 

taster is sweet. In Berkeley‘s terms, there would be ideas in the taster of 

selftaste, even if the matter of its tongue, mouth, and palate are chimeric or 

illusory. The self of selftaste would contain the myriad of ideas of all experi-

enced tastes. In rendering the world tasteless – wittingly or not – Berkeley 

leaves behind a world in which the only possible taste is selftaste. 

An experience described by Clarice Lispector, in The Apple in the 

Dark (whose very title invokes taste beyond vision, A Maçã No Escuro), 

reads almost as an experience of self in the mouth. ―That thing that he was 

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 277f; Berkeley‘s italics of ―ideas‖; other italics added. 
2 As such, Berkeley‘s sugar is like the ―element‖ or ―mineral‖ in Hegel, discussed by 

Derrida, in Glas:“its taste does not taste”. Derrida‘s formulation of this is a foretaste 

that heralds and gestures to what will become his later work, though he cannot for-

mulate it by name in Glas, having not yet learned Hopkins from Miller. Selftaste will 

have been – as early as Glas – the only taste that can taste, Jacques Derrida, Glas, 

trans. John P. Leavey, Jr. & Richard Rand, Nebraska UP 1986, p. 104, left column; 

italics added. 
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feeling must have been, in the last analysis, himself and nothing else – the 

pleasure that the tongue has of being in its own mouth, and the lack of a 

name, like the name of pleasure the tongue has in its mouth‖.
1
 This is at-

tributed to a man whose ―only awareness of who he was, came from the sen-

sation he felt in himself‖.
2
 Here, one‘s only awareness of oneself is an expe-

rience felt ―in‖ oneself. It is a kind of auto-affection of ―feeling‖-―in‖-one-

self. This feeling of oneself is nothing other than the pleasure the tongue has 

in its mouth. This auto-affection of self is the tongue‘s auto-affection of its 

own mouth. Lispector offers a proper mouth of one‘s own. Lispector phe-

nomenalizes the tongue. She promotes it to an auto-affection beyond the 

manual. 

A notion of selftaste is set in motion in the spiritual writings of Ge-

rard Manley Hopkins and, then, taken up by Jacques Derrida. In a text en-

titled ―First Principle and Foundation‖ (Principium sive Fundamentum), of 

his Exercitia Spiritualia, Hopkins begins thinking feeling, myself, and con-

sciousness in terms of gustation. 
 

when I consider my selfbeing, my consciousness and feeling of my-

self, that taste of myself, of I and me above and in all things, which is 

more distinctive than the taste of ale or alum … and is incommunic-

able by any means to another man (as when I was a child I used to 

ask myself: What must it be to be someone else?).3 
 

This tasting is a feeling. That taste of myself is given singular priority over 

other empirical tastes (e.g., ale or alum).
4
 Hopkins licks through the thinking 

substance of Descartes and discovers a tasting cogito. ―The proof of self-

hood is a matter of tasting, not thinking‖.
5
 

What must it taste like to be someone else? Hopkins is already asking 

the kind of questions that presume the phenomenological law of insularity – 

an “in law, the law of [another‘s] being is unlike mine‖
6
 – that Husserl tries 

                                                 
1 Clarice Lispector The Apple in the Dark, trans. Gregory Rabassa, London: Haus 

Publishing Ltd. 2009, p. 29; italics added. 
2 Ibid., 11; italics added. 
3 The Sermons and Devotional Writings of Gerard Manley Hopkins, ed. Christopher 

Delvin, Oxford UP 1959, p. 123; Hopkins‘ italics of I and me; all other italics, mine. 
4 It is a thought he will repeat later, ―more distinctive than the taste of clove or 

alum‖, ibid., p. 125. 
5 J. Hillis Miller The Disappearance of God: Five Nineteenth Century Writers, 

Illinois UP 1963, p. 271. 
6 Hopkins, op.cit., p. 127. 
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to overcome by way of empathy. ―But to me there is no resemblance [to 

another]: searching nature I taste self but at [only] one tankard, that of my 

own being … nothing shews any sign of being able … give me another taste 

of it, a taste even resembling it‖.
1
 

 

But these things … are the very things in feeling, in tasting, which I 

most taste that selftaste which nothing in the world can match. The 

universal cannot taste the taste of self as I taste it … one may call it, 

my me.2 
 

This the one and only appearance of ―selftaste‖ in the text. This “me” of 

selftaste will have something to do with writing: it is ―me who write this‖.
3
 

Though selftaste is insular, it is not insulated from the world. The 

world can‘t taste it. But it can taste the world. ―Part of this world of objects, 

this object-world, is also part of the very self in question …‖
4
 One‘s self-

taste is infused with the tastes of the world. One‘s selftaste is an object in 

the world, but as it is tasted by one‘s self it is singularly experienced as dis-

tinct from all other experiences of itself as a mere object (body or Körper) 

which is how it is experienced by all others in the world because insofar as 

those others cannot taste my selftaste they are, thereby, merely another ob-

ject among all other objects in the ―object-world‖. 

Among these objects of the surrounding world is time and nature. 

Nothing ―can in the order of time or even of nature act before it exists … 

before it has a nature to selve … And this is above all true of the inmost self 

of mine … felt to be, to taste …‖.
5
 There is a phusis prior to selftaste that 

not only makes selftaste possible and tastable, but is itself also tasted and 

comprises part of the all natural ingredients that one tastes when one tastes 

one‘s selftaste. 

Derrida further develops (or opens) Hopkins‘ selftaste to an experi-

ence of auto-affection. However, instead of actively affecting or feeling 

itself, selftaste would passively receive and let itself be affected. 
 

What is it to feel oneself [se sentir]? To feel oneself, to sense oneself 

in the sense in which one lets oneself be affected [selaisse affecter] 

also by a feeling or a sensation [par un sentiment ou par une sensa-

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 123; Hopkins‘ italics of self; all other italics, mine. 
2 Ibid., p. 125; Hopkins‘ italics of me; other italics and emphasis, mine. 
3 Ibid., p. 126; italics mine. 
4 Ibid., p. 127. 
5 Ibid., 125; italics mine. 
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tion]? One cannot imagine this affect without the figure of some con-

tact with oneself, without an auto-affection of touching and, more 

precisely, without the kind of intimate tactile sensitivity that is enig-

matically called taste. Perhaps it is a matter here of … ―selftaste‖.1 
 

Selftaste would be an experience of se laisse affecter – letting oneself be 

affected – by either feeling or sensation that is unimaginable without an 

auto-affection of touch. 

This is not simply an agential act of affecting-oneself. Rather, it is a 

hospitable openness to letting oneself be affected (by this so-called auto-

affection). This receptive and passive understanding of auto-affection, he 

defines as ―to sense oneself the sense in which one lets oneself be affected 

… by a feeling or a sensation‖. 

This is a phenomenological understanding of experience that appreci-

ates how ‗experience‘ has (at the very least) a ―double sense … [1] the ex-

periencing self and [2] what is experienced … It has both a passive and 

active sense‖.
2
 Derrida, here, thinks selftaste as auto-affection in terms of 

the former (passive) and, importantly, does not necessarily reject or forfeit 

the latter (active) by doing so. 

It would be the difference between auto-affection and auto-affection. 

In emphasizing the ‗auto‘, auto-affection is a self actively affecting itself. 

This is what Derrida refers to as se sentir (feeling oneself). In emphasizing 

the ‗affection‘, auto-affection is a self passively receiving affection to itself. 

This is what Derrida refers to as se laisser affecter (letting oneself be affect-

ed). 

It is this specialized and revaluated experience of auto-affection that 

might be found or show itself (or, be found to show itself) specifically as an 

experience of selftaste; it ―is perhaps a matter of selftaste‖. Though it is un-

imaginable without contact or touch (though the two are not synonymous), 

Derrida suggests it is equally unimaginable without taste. In terms of gusta-

tion, ―taste is at once contact with the outside and contact with self inside the 

mouth, lips, and tongue … places of the passage of speech, voice …‖.
3
 

He then confronts the abyss of insularity between one selftaste and 

another ‗self‘taste‘ (othertaste). How can one‘s own selftaste accede or ac-

cess an othertaste, an other‘s taste of itself? 
 

                                                 
1 ―Justices‖, trans. Peggy Kamuf, Critical Inquiry 31 (2005) p. 698; emphasis added. 
2 Heidegger The Phenomenology of Religious Life, p. 7; [§ 3]; italics added. 
3 Op.cit., p. 699. 
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How to accede [accéder] to the ―taste of myself‖ of another? How to 

feel or get a sense of the ―taste of myself‖ of a very close friend, 

when proximity does not prevent the altogether-close from remaining 

also an unknown [quand la proximitén‟empêche pas que le toute-

prochereste aussi un inconnu]?1 
 

These questions are evocative of a way by which selftaste may allow a feel-

ing or experience of another that makes it different from other senses. Taste 

is an immediate expereince with a ‗tastant‘ in a way that touch is not, due to 

the mediation of the skin. Even in an altogether-close proximity, by touch-

ing, ―there is no touching without an interval (a film, a membrane …) [B]e-

lieving that human touching … is immediate is a prejudice, a theoretical 

error, credulity … The genesis of this credulity may be the most widespread 

philosophical naïveté …‖
2
 

He continues by juxtaposing Hopkins to Descartes and placing the 

selving of selftaste as prior to the cogito: 
 

The isolation, the insularity of whoever is ―selved‖ – and one should 

say severed, separated, cut off, removed – is the experience of a 

―selfbeing‖, a ―selfhood‖. a ―self-awareness‖ that, long before think-

ing itself, long before the cogito, senses the taste of self … To be 

sure, Descartes also defines the cogito by a certain ―feeling‖, ―sentir‖ 

… But to feel or to feel oneself, sentir or se sentir, is not specified by 

Descartes as taste. Neither literally nor figuratively.3 
 

L‟isolation, l‘insularité de qui conque est ―selvedˮ, et on devrait dire 

severed, séparé, coupé, retranché, c‟est l‟experience d‟un ―selfbe-

ingˮ, d‟une ―selfhoodˮ, d‟une ―self-awarenessˮ qui, bien avant de se 

penser, bien avant le cogito, sent le gout de soi … Descartes définit-

aussi le cogito, certes, par un certain “sentirˮ … Mais sentir ou se 

sentir, cela ne se spécifie pas pour Descartes en “goûtˮ. Ni littérale-

ment ni par figure.4 
 

There is something categorically different in Hopkins‘ selving by selftaste. 

It is so different, in fact, that Derrida suggests that this selving by way of the 

taste of self is one experienced long before – bien avant – the self-thinking 

                                                 
1Op.cit., p. 691; Derrida ―Justicesˮ, Appels de Jacques Derrida, p. 21f. 
2 This naïve credulity is haptocentrist metaphysics. Derrida On Touching – Jean-Luc 

Nancy, p. 253f. 
3 ―Justices‖, p. 698f; emphasis added. 
4 ―Justicesˮ, Appels de Jacques Derrida, p. 33f; emphasis added. 
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or self-feeling of the cogito. It is an experience that can perhaps be shared – 

impossibly shared – in a way that the insulatiry of touch, feeling, flesh, or 

Leib cannot. 
 

[O]ne could assert in two words that love and friendship are born in 

the experience of this unspeakable selftaste: an unshareable experi-

ence and nevertheless shared, the agreement of two renunciations to 

say the impossible.1 
 

[O]n pourrait affirmer en deux mots que l‘amour et l‘amité naissent 

dans l‟expérience de cet unspeakable selftaste: expérience impartage-

able et néan moins partagée, l‟accord de deux renoncements à dire 

l‟impossible.2 
 

The sharing of an unshareable experience comes about as love. Selftaste is 

singularly applicable to such an experience of love because taste is the only 

tactile sense that can be shared in the experience of auto-affection colloqui-

ally delimited to touch, alone. 
 

As concerns selving, the privilege of taste, among the five senses, 

deserves a minute and patient analysis. Limiting myself to the least 

one can say, I will underscore that taste is the only tactile sense to 

share, with the sense of touch in general, the privilege of auto-

affection, of the touching-touched for which the most frequently 

given example is the touching-touched of the fingers. But unlike all 

the other surfaces of the skin, taste is at once contact with the outside 

and contact with self inside the mouth, lips, and tongue. And the 

mouth, lips, and tongue are places of passage for speech, voice, and 

ingested food, thus for interiorization in general – along with auto-

affection, idealization, mourning work, introjection, or incorporation, 

and so forth.3 
 

Pour ce qui revient au selving parmi les cinq sens, le privilege du 

goût mériterait une analyse fine et patiente. Pour me limiter au plus 

pauvre, je soulignerai que le goûtest le seul sens, comme sens tactile, 

à partager, certes, avec le toucher en general, le pivilège de l‘auto-

affection, du touchant-touché dont on donne le plus souvent pour 

exemple les touchent-touché des doigts de la main. Mais à la dif-

férence de toutes les autres surfaces de le peau, le goût est à la fois le 

                                                 
1 ―Justices‖, p. 698f; emphasis added. 
2 ―Justicesˮ, Appels de Jacques Derrida, p. 34; emphasis added. 
3 ―Justices‖, p. 699; emphasis added. 
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contact avec le soi à l‘intérieur de la bouche, des lèvres et de la 

langue. Or la bouche, les lèvres et la langue sont les lieux de passage 

de la parole, de la voix et de la nourritur eingérée, donc de l‟inté-

riorisation en general – avec auto-affection, idealization, travail du 

deuil, introjection ou incorporation, etc.1 
 

There‘s more to say. Derrida is limiting himself to the least (au plus pau-

vre); just the beginning; just giving us a taste or foretaste. Perhaps tasting-

oneself (se-goûter) would always be a limiting oneself (se limiter) in a way 

that selftaste would not. 

Perhaps there is no better contemporary social embodiment of this 

kind of selftaste than that found amongst the Bengali ―cult‖ – if it is that – of 

the Bauls, as investigated by Martha Nussbaum. It ―includes both Hindus 

and (Sufi) Muslims, and its core idea is to seek liberation from selfishness 

by the cultivation of an overflowing type of love … the Bauls are not asce-

tics: they reject the idea of renunciation, preferring attachment to human-

ity‖.
2
 The trace of Hindu roots brings to mind one of the many discourage-

ments of life ruled and determined by the five senses to be found in Hindu 

literature, specifically from the part of the Mahabharata epic referred to as 

the Bhagavadgita. Here, a yogin is described as one, 
 

fixed in holiness, self-ruled, 

Pure-hearted [and] lord of [over] the senses and of self … 

he is a Saint who wends 

Straightway to Brahm … 

With life, with heart, with mind, – nay [not], with the help 

Of all five senses – letting selfhood go – 

Yogins toil ever towards their soul‘s release …3 
 

The yogi labors to achieve its soul‘s release – to achieve brahma; to release 

itself from samsara, the cycle of rebirth or reincarnation – with a kind of 

self-discipline, mindfulness, and pure-heartedness during which it receives 

no help or aid from ―all five senses‖. Life, heart, and mind may aid the 

arduous journey to the soul‘s release, but ―all five senses‖ do nothing but 

hinder it. As such, the yogi must come to ―lord [over] of the senses‖. 

                                                 
1 ―Justicesˮ, Appels de Jacques Derrida, p. 34; emphasis added. 
2 Political Emotions: Why Love Matters for Justice, Harvard UP 2013, p. 92. 
3 Bhagavadgita, trans. Sir Edwin Arnold, Dover Thrift Editions, 1993, p. 26; Ch. 5; 

―Religion While Renouncing Fruit of Works‖. 
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Yet, oddly, as what are referred to as the ―five senses‖ themselves are 

listed in the same chapter, the sense of taste is absent. Taste plays enthy-

meme in the text. In the realm of textuality (even scripture) taste is cast for 

playing the part of ghost
1
 or trace – a holy gust of sorts – there, yet not 

there; absently present. It does so here in the very lines that instruct the 

reader of the grand yet deceptive play staged in the world by the senses (a 

mere drama that is therefore false, illusory, fictitious, and misleading). 
 

Thus will he think – who holds the truth of truths – 

In seeing, hearing, touching, smelling; when 

He eats, or goes, or breathes; slumbers or talks, 

Holds fast or loosens, opens his eyes or shuts; 

Always assured ―This is the sense-world plays 

With the senses‖.2 
 

The truth of truths lies not in the senses … or at least not in four of them. 

The absence remains in Ghandi‘s commentary to the verse. 
 

The man who knows the Truth acts as if he himself did nothing. 

Whether seeing Or hearing, smelling, eating, walking, lying down to 

sleep, breathing, speaking, parting withor accepting anything, winking 

– in all these he will feel that it is his senses which arefunctioning ac-

cording to their nature. Such a person acts but does not do anything.3 
 

He also doesn‘t mention touching, though it is included in the translation of 

the text on which he is commenting: ―whilst seeing, hearing, touching, smel-

ling, eating, walking, sleeping or breathing‖.
4
 

Perhaps touching is thought to encompass taste; or, perhaps smelling 

and touching listed together and in succession is substitute enough for 

taste‘s nominal inclusion. Taste, unwritten, is perhaps left to collateral and 

poetic evocation, presumed to come to mind along with the quick mention 

of eating that immediately follows the list. But tasting is not merely eating. 

The flavour range of tastes includes much more than mere food on which 

                                                 
1 Perhaps all ―ghosts‖ are not complicit in ―illusion-building‖. Cf. Marcella Althaus-

Reid From Feminist Theology to Indecent Theology: Readings on Poverty, Sexual 

Identity and God, London: SCM Press 2004, p. 75f. 
2 Bhagavadgita, p. 26. 
3 Mohandas K. Ghandi The Bhagavad Gita According to Ghandi, trans. Gujarati, 

Berkeley: Berkeley Hill Books 2000, p. 104f; italics added. 
4 Ibid., p. 104; italics added. 
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one feeds, as the Bengali Bauls radically attest. The enigma with which to 

grapple is an attempted overcoming of a certain kind of ―self‖ or ―self-

hood‖
1
 that distrusts ―all five senses‖, among which taste for some reason is 

not included. 

Though one should not over-emphasize the Hindu tradition alone 

(e.g., at the expense of the Sufi and Islamic
2
 influences) when speculating 

about the conceptual roots of the Bauls, this canonical omission of taste 

haunting the Hindu tradition‘s distrust of the senses is noteworthy when 

considering a facet of the Bauls‘ initiation rites. One remarkable way by 

which the Bauls cultivate love and develop what Nussbaum considers their 

attachment to humanity is ―their well-known initiation ritual, in which new 

members [are] required to taste all the fluids of the body – thus, apparently, 

overcoming disgust with one‘s own bodily nature‖.
3
 A certain Baul guru 

―advocated tasting the fluids (ras) from all the sense doors, before washing 

in the morning, including tears and saliva. ‗This is the meaning of rasik‘, he 

said. ‗S/he who has tasted everything is sādhu‘‖.
4
 

In the Bengali language, there is a homonymy (a phonemic metony-

my) between taste and perfection in the phrase, ―S/he who has tasted 

everything is sādhu [Ye sab kichu svād kareche se sādhu]‖. As the ‗v‘ is not 

pronounced, svād [taste] and the prefix of sādhu are indistinguishable.
5
 

Rasik – for which there ―is no English equivalent‖ – means ―capable of 

comprehending the inner or true significance, and the flavour ([there]of)‖. It 

derives from ras, 

                                                 
1 If, that is, one allows oneself the dangerous freedom to try to think of such ‗things‘ 

that might be referred to as ―self‖ or ―selfhood‖ in post-Vedic India during the Axial 

era … for lack of a better word or translation; if one dares to conceptually experi-

ment with such proto-selfhood, albeit anachronistically and with all accompanying 

and unavoidable orientalism and logocentrism … in fear and trembling … 
2 It is worth noting that wearing the traditional headscarf, hijab, or, yashmak among 

Islamic women is believed to be ―a sartorial device intended primarily to conceal the 

mouth … The mouth was the true object of that form of modesty‖, Paul Ableman 

The Mouth & Oral Sex, London, Running Man 1969, p. 150. As such, the veil is a 

second fused mouth with no lips or orifice that renders her tongue inaccessible. Baul 

initiation rites based on tasting therefore destabilize the codified gender-specific 

modesty that ever shuts the woman‘s mouth and holds her tongue. 
3 Nussbaum, Political Emotions, p. 93; italics added. 
4 Jeanne Openshaw Seeking the Bāuls of Bengal, Cambridge UP 2002, p. 228; italics 

added. 
5 Ibid., fn. 8. 
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a term with a whole complex of connotations which cover the phys-

ical, sensual, aesthetic, and affective … Ras means (among other 

things), (any) fluid, especially a liquid solution of anything hard; ex-

udation; flavour; taste; mucus or phlegm, semen … A special bartā-

man-panthī meaning is: urine (as well as semen) or indeed any exu-

dation from the body, especially any fluid produced ‗of itself‘, rather 

than one produced  through activity [such as the fluids and excretions 

of love-making] … In aesthetics it means strong attachment or love; 

or sentiment expressed in writing.1 
 

Tasting will never be done with writing. A bartāman-panthīis a ―follower of 

the path of bartāman. Often identified with bāul‖. Bartāman is the unortho-

dox ―path of direct knowledge …‖
2
 

Already taste shows itself exceptional to the other colloquial senses. 

One is to make particular use of one of the senses to sense fluids from all 

(doors, openings, or orifices to) the other possible sense organs. Though one 

can probably experience the touch of sweat – as well as urine, semen, vagi-

nal secretions, and feces, one perhaps cannot smell nasal mucus, see tears, 

or hear earwax. But all such secretions can and are to be tasted as much as 

one certainly can taste saliva (and is, almost certainly, never not tasting it). 

Taste discloses itself as singular sense by which to sense-experience 

the corporeality, organicity, and liquidity (maybe even sensibility) of all 

sensation, itself; of all the sense-organs of sensation, themselves. Most inter-

esting is the attention inevitably drawn to the experience of tasting the se-

cretions of the mouth, gums, and tongue. The Baul neophyte is not initiated 

nor joins the community of tasters (gustation as public life) until it ponders 

and experiences a singular intimacy one can only have with oneself (gusta-

tion as private life) that would be an insular experience of auto-affection that 

is perhaps not too far afield from (though certainly not equivalent to) the 

―selftaste‖
3
 described by Hopkins and Derrida. 

One who tastes everything is sādhu. One who tastes everything is 

adept; wise. A sādhu is one ―who is ‗realised‘, ‗perfected‘ in (a particular) 

esoteric practice … Often translated here as ‗adept‘‖.
4
 To perfect is to taste. 

                                                 
1 See the glossary provided by Openshaw, ibid., p. 258f. 
2 Ibid., 254. 
3 At least, selftaste is a concept or conceptual tool by and with which Westerners 

steeped in the Judeo-Christian tradition (which includes Hopkins, himself) may try to 

understand and learn from the remarkable initiation rite of passage among the Ben-

gali Bauls (and, perhaps, even vice versa). 
4 Openshaw op.cit, p. 259. 
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One perfects, realizes, becomes, or achieves a certain wisdom or enlighten-

ment – perhaps even a kind of samsara – in one‘s mouth and with one‘s 

tongue. 

Such perfection – if there were such a thing – could never insulate or 

indemnify itself from the entire spectrum of flavours, be they tastes of self 

or other; be their membership in the sets of tasty or disgusting.
1
 Perhaps any 

discernment (wisdom, sophia, sagacity, sapience, enlightenment, samsara, 

realization, perfection, or holiness) is nothing but the very singular confron-

tation with the impossibility of dissociating tastes of self from other, non-

abject from abject, palatable from disgusting, (or even life from death). This 

is perhaps the very definition of taste (and maybe even wisdom). It is by 

virtue of such sapience that the human lifeform is that singular animal that 

comes to think or utter: one who tastes everything is perfected. 

This faithful gustatory initiation of the Bāuls in turn influences their 

sexual or erotic practices. They long to-love-by-tasting any and all bodily 

fluids. ―Some bartāman-panthī emphasize the nectar (amrta) of saliva … 

the ‗in-mission‘ of saliva, parallel to that of the seminal fluid, in a process of 

… interiorisation‖.
2
 Many of the sexual practices presented by the Bāuls, 

 

as natural are often those most repulsive, and least natural, by house-

holder standards: for example … oral sex, consumption of urine, fae-

ces, and other fluids ... practices associated with the ingestion, ab-

sorption and exchange of substances, especially exudations of the 

body, most notably the ‗four moons‘ (cāri-candra), usually glossed 

as urine, faeces, menstrual fluids and semen (or other fluids gener-

ated in intercourse) – these four may be extended to include all ex-

udations of the body.3 
 

‗Four moons‘ sexual practices are diverse (and even contrary, in a wider 

context) but can include ―the consumption of the menstrual fluids, or the 

combined male and female fluids, or these mixed with urine (faeces may be 

included …)‖, ―transformation through absorption of as much as possible of 

substance, … transformation through the ingestion of one (or a few) potent 

drops‖.
4
 

                                                 
1 See Alain Badiou Philosophy for Militants, trans. Bruno Bosteels, New York, 

Verso 2012, p. 64f. 
2 Openshaw op.cit., p. 228. 
3 Ibid., p. 209. 
4 Ibid., p. 218. 
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As such, the Bauls are for Nussbaum less ―prone to ugly practices 

involving the projection of disgust properties onto subordinate groups, who 

then function in majority ideologies as quasi-animals … compassion may be 

strengthened and generalized [where such] projective disgust [is] minimized 

through civic projects of many kinds‖.
1
 What might be considered the abject 

nature or self-abjection of the Baul initiation can yet result in the initiate‘s 

reluctance to identify abjection in others. A diminishment of projective dis-

gust comes about through a taste test of abjection. The Baul selftaste initia-

tion perhaps attests to the possibility that ―even abjection can be innocent, 

even ‗something slightly disgusting‘ can move us‖.
2
 Further, the ubiquitous 

―problems of discrimination and group subordination require us to think 

about the role played in human development by disgust and shame at the 

human body itself, a problem that no other species seems to have‖.
3
 A dis-

gust, such as this, is one of the main facets in very construction of the 

modern conception of ‗race‘, and the eugenics that develops from it.
4
 

It is perhaps a debasement of taste that breeds xenophobic oppres-

sion. Due to the political and emotional efficacy of projective disgust (along 

with its accompanying compulsion to disenfranchise, dehumanize, marginal-

ize, expropriate, or demonize various groups of people and strangers), any 

preferential option for subordinate groups must heed the radical lessons to 

be learned from the Bauls through the experiences of taste, selftaste, and, 

eventually, the tastes of others.
5
 

 

  

                                                 
1 Nussbaum, op.cit., p. 314; italics added. 
2 Giorgio Agamben The Use of Bodies, p. 232. (The phrase ‗something slightly 

disgusting‘ is found in Franz Kafka‘s letter to Milena on August 10, 1920, and refers 

to an obscene gesture made by a girl which Kafka witnessed in a hotel). 
3 Nussbaum op.cit., p. 379. Stranger still, ―erotic mouth to mouth contact is a rarity 

in the animal world although it does become somewhat commoner the higher up one 

looks in the evolutionary scale‖, Ableman op.cit., p. 57; italics added. 
4 ―[W]e must conclude that a part of mankind, is in its own nature stricken with pa-

ralysis, which makes it for ever unable to take even the first step towards civilization, 

since it cannot overcome the natural repugnance, felt by men and animals alike, to a 

crossing of blood‖, Arthur de Gobineau ―The Inequality of Human Races‖, The Idea 

of Race, ed. Robert Bernasconi & Tommy L. Lott, Hackett 2000, p. 47; italics added. 
5
 This study is a part of the research project "Christianity after Christendom: Para-

doxes of Theological Turns in Contemporary Culture", Univerzita Karlova, Praha, 

PRIMUS /HUM/23". 
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 As a concept, taste is at the heart of understanding aesthetic evalua-

tion and, furthermore, the character of aesthetic experience. Subjects exer-

cise taste when judging objects as belonging to specific categories, often 

associated with being good or bad taste. The question, however, is what lies 

at the foundation of taste, what creates its criteria of discrimination and 

where these criteria find their validity. In the philosophical tradition of Kant, 

taste judgements are called ―aesthetic‖ as they have their foundation in the 

subject through a more or less reflective sensation of pleasure or non-

pleasure (Lust oder Unlust) which is claimed to apply to ―everybody‖ as it 

fundamentally activates a free play of the faculties of mind shared by all 

humans, (cf. Kant, §1, §§8-9). In contrast, the sociological position as pro-

pagated by Pierre Bourdieu claims that all taste judgments are arbitrary in 

the sense that they find their criteria in social norms and values systems, 

which are organized specifically in situated contexts, e.g. in France in the 

1960s. Furthermore, art theorist Juliane Rebentisch has recently pointed out 

that ―greater individualization has indeed rendered social codes more perme-

able‖, which has led to new social practices of individuals demonstrating a 

large variety of differentiated tastes related to ―constellations of elements‖, 

(p 11f). 

 What interests me here is how taste and the exercise of taste not 

only find validity in the subject or in the social context but may be affected 

by the concrete objects of taste judgments and the cultural context where 

power is asserted through media, institutions and (self-)appointed connois-

seurs. Taste plays ―an important role in our judgements about material cul-

ture‖, (Walker, p. 31). But the key point of the paper is to explore how digi-

tal technology has changed the conditions for making and understanding 

value judgments. My assumption is that digital technology is a basic condi-

tion for contemporary culture in a way where taste judgments, their criteria 

of discrimination and the validity of these criteria are affected. Due to digi-

tal phenomena such as the Internet and ubiquitous mobile computing, we are 
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facing a ―digital culture‖ where cultural processes of creating and exchang-

ing meaning, establishing communities and organizing knowledge have tak-

en on new forms, (Stalder). Based on this premise, I wish to look at how a-

spects of digital culture affect the articulation and circulation of taste judg-

ments: what it means for taste judgments that objects formally are defined 

not only by form, material, and construction, but also by digital content, and 

what the digitalization of media means for the articulation of taste judg-

ments. 

 I divide the task into two sections, dealing with objects and media, 

respectively. Regarding objects, my hypothesis is that objects with embed-

ded technology tend to be hyper-functional in a way which changes the cri-

teria for taste judgments. With respect to media, my hypothesis is that digi-

tal media have gained importance as 

vehicles for value judgments but within a 

transformed social space. I will, however, 

start out with a historical example illustrat-

ing how taste judgments may be related to 

the material culture of everyday life and 

gain structure from the objects to which 

they relate. 

 The Concrete Phenomenology of 

Bad Taste. In 1909, the German art histo-

rian Gustav E. Pazaurek (1865-1935), 

member of the German Werkbund and 

director of the Landesgewerbemuseum 

Stuttgart, opened an Abteilung des Ge-

schmacksverirrungen, a section for taste 

confusions, in the museum. In a Folterkammer des Ungeschmacks, a torture 

chamber of bad taste, Pazaurek collected what he regarded as bad products 

with the ambition of educating the audience to better taste. He developed a 

categorization of the errors of the everyday material culture of his time in 

failures of material, construction or decoration, each with several subcatego-

ries, such as ―functional lies‖, ―odd proportion‖, and ―manic ornamentation, 

wasteful decoration‖, (Volkers & Flagmeier, p. 66f). 

 Besides delivering a series of sometimes hilarious examples of 

what most people would regard as bad taste or ugly design, Pazaurek pro-

vides the material for a concrete phenomenology of the elements in the 

objects of the product culture that nurture an evaluation of them as being 

bad taste. On a concrete level, he displays why a mug with the face of the 
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Prussian chancellor Bismarck can be seen as an example of Hurra-Kitsch 

where portraits of important persons are used for decoration,
1
 which Pazau-

rek thinks they should not be, or how a clock should not be made of wood as 

this is a Material-Vergewaltigung, a violation of materials. In the end, Pa-

zaurek anchors his exploration of the phenomenology of bad taste in posi-

tive criteria of the ―good form‖ of functional design being transparent of its 

purpose and having the potential of modernizing culture, an ambition which 

relates directly to his membership of the Werkbund, founded in 1907 with 

the goal of reforming industry by means of art and high quality standards. In 

this way, Pazaurek anchors his project of an Abteilung des Geschmacksver-

irrungen in a normative ideology and uses his institution and his authority to 

exercise the power of communicating what is bad and what is good. Thus, 

the elements which may be regarded as ―bad‖ do not reside in the things per 

se but are an effect of the act of viewing them and, hence, constructed by 

Pazaurek through his moralizing ideology and ambition to educate. (After 

all, we know that things are not ―bad‖ in themselves, as people continuously 

seem to love all sorts of kitsch objects and bad design). 

 Still, Pazaurek‘s categorization is interesting as a tool for under-

standing why things may be evaluated as bad taste. Later, design reformers 

and educators have also attempted to display ―good design‖, for example at 

the ―Good Design‖ exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

in the 1950s (Michaëlis) or in the phenomenon of design prizes. We have 

not yet witnessed a ―bad design‖ prize as in the film industry. But what is 

specific about Pazaurek‘s approach is its ambition to go into detail and ex-

plain the reason why the design is bad: where and why is there a failure in 

material, construction or decoration? Additionally, his phenomenological 

method is different from the later phenomenological approach by Vilém 

Flusser, who focuses on types of objects in material culture, such as the 

street lamp, the bottle and the bed, and extracts their reflection of organiza-

tion of the physical world and metaphysical meaning entities, (Flusser). 

Whereas Flusser is interested in the type but not the specific details of the 

design, Pazaurek‘s interest is in the detail. 

 Lately, Pazaurek‘s project of displaying the phenomenology of bad 

taste has been taken up again by the Museum der Dinge in Berlin, which 

also functions as an archive of the Werkbund and in this way represents its 

legacy. In an update of Pazaurek‘s project, the museum invented new cate-

                                                 
1
 Figure 1. Beer mug with the face of chancellor Bismarck, c. 1890. Copyright: Hen-

drik Zwietasch, Landesmuseum Württemberg. 
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gories for design that fall outside the norms of ―good‖ and morally correct 

design, such as ―support of acceptance of violence‖, ―child labour‖, and 

―sexist design‖, (Volkers & Flagmeier, p. 67), and encouraged the audience 

to supply examples. The resulting exhibition entitled Böse Dinge. Eine En-

zyklopädie des Ungeschmacks (Evil things. An encyclopaedia of bad taste) 

in 2009-2010 interprets and transforms Pazaurek‘s original intention on 

several points. First of all, it presents a different opposition to ―good‖ than 

―bad‖, that of ―evil‖. Evil should not, however, be understood literally as 

design doing evil. This meaning of evil could be found at another exhibition, 

which took place in 2012 at Röhsska in Göteborg, Sweden, displaying 

weapons, colonial design and torture and prison equipment. Instead, the 

―evil‖ at the Böse Dinge exhibition refers to the rhetorical act of condemna-

tion by Pazaurek, (cf. Flagmeier). Furthermore, this toughening of concept 

is not related to normativity as in the early 20
th

 century but is aimed at 

inviting and engaging the audience in exploring and discussing what bad 

and even evil design might be, reflected in the categories proposed by Pa-

zaurek as well as the Museum der Dinge. (Curiously, across the street from 

the museum in Berlin, Oranienstraβe, you find a shop with all different 

kinds of unnecessary stuff that would make Pazaurek turn in his grave – it is 

a true manifestation of the non-rational, abundant material culture of today). 

 This strategy reflects that taste authorities like Pazaurek have lost 

importance. We may, as stated, still have design prizes and institutions pro-

moting ―good design‖, but clearly outspoken design demagogues like Pa-

zaurek are rare. This does not, however, mean that authorities in exerting 

taste no longer exist; they have simply changed their rhetoric and appear-

ance into a heterogeneous variety of locally situated authorities. In the field 

of interior and decorative design, magazines and digital media facilitating 

different kinds of connoisseurship have taken over. Furthermore, we no 

longer have only simple forms of bad taste in ―industrialized ugliness‖ or 

the ―facsimile experience‖ of kitsch (Bayley, p. 128, 145), but also ad-

vanced, self-reflective meta-kitsch objects such as much of the design by 

designers like Philippe Starck or Karim Rashid. In synthesizing elements of 

fun and unfun, these kinds of objects may evoke an aesthetic experience 

related to ―proliferation, dilution, and intermixing of experiences that char-

acterize cultures of abundance‖ leading to a dialectics of positive and nega-

tive responses, e.g. of pleasure and friction, of luxury and morbidity, (Lee, 

p. 313, 309). In many ways, we live in a material culture with liberated 

norms, even if taste regimes do still exist, such as for those who are able to 

recognize and evaluate meta-kitsch design. 
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 My next question is how digital culture affects the articulation of 

taste. Of course, the development of mass digitization and the more or less 

pervasive role of digital technology are not transforming all cultural do-

mains, as a material culture of non-digital objects still exists, but the digital 

has not left everything unchanged. Revisiting Pazaurek‘s project and meth-

od has opened two central questions which I explore in the following in a 

digital context. In asking which concrete expressions of form and material in 

objects may lead to an evaluation of bad taste, Pazaurek explored what I call 

a phenomenology of bad taste by pointing to the visible elements of the 

design. How is this transformed in a digital culture? Pazaurek stated his 

claim through exercising the power of his institution and rhetoric as gesture, 

what the romanticist knew as the Rhetorische[n] Gewalt des Behauptens 

(Novalis, p. 269), the rhetorical power of claiming. How does taste operate 

within the context of digital media? 

 The Phenomenology of Taste in Digital Objects. The advancement 

of digital technology has affected contemporary material culture. Increasing-

ly, everyday objects contain or are enabled by digital technology, which, in 

turn, fundamentally structures their functions, usability and character. We 

may speak of ―digital artefacts – that is, artefacts that include digital content 

and where technology plays a role in the interaction‖, (Engholm, p. 142), 

such as smartphones, sensors, hearables (small wireless devices for the 

ears), wearables (a fusion of textiles and technology) and more traditional 

everyday products such as watches and coffee machines, which often also 

employ digital technology. By employing digital technology, material ob-

jects of digital culture have taken on new forms and may create a different 

appeal to users and consumers. As stated by design researcher Ida Engholm, 

―digital technologies have become an integrated part of everyday life‖ in a 

way where ―the technology itself has become an increasingly culturally sen-

sitive and strategic instrument of personal and collective purposes‖, (ibid., p. 

146). 

 In relation to digital objects, I ask what kind of ontology they have 

and how it nurtures a phenomenology of taste. As suggested by Engholm, 

not only do matters of form and material call for evaluation but even more 

so the technological elements as a factor of the operation and function of the 

design. Focusing on the phenomenon of ―good enough products‖ (effective 

use by minimal means), which dominated the market of electronic products 

at the end of the 2000s, Engholm describes the aesthetic experience of these 

objects ―as a particular quality of an experience that does not depend 

primarily on the product, the artefact, but more on the subject and the con-
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text‖, (p. 152). This could leave the taste judgment of the aesthetic evalu-

ation arbitrary in the sense of Bourdieu, where only the social context mat-

ters. My question, however, is how taste judgments are affected when digital 

objects have a specific ontology of being able to perform more than the eye 

can detect. 

 The Ontology of Digital Objects. As a child of modernism, Pazau-

rek requires simplicity, Sachlichkeit, and transparency in design. Following 

the dictum of ―form follows function‖ by the modern architect Louis Sulli-

van, objects were supposed to signal their function and not lead someone 

astray through unnecessary details and ornamentation or use of inappropri-

ate materials. 

 Digital objects are different. Many digital objects are discreet ob-

jects, which display less than their full capability. The German design histo-

rian Gert Selle labels these new kinds of objects half-things, objects that still 

have the character of a material thing to be grasped, ―but which cannot be 

comprehended in the richness of their optional functions‖, (Selle, p. 42). For 

Selle, the difference between things and half-things lies in our ability to 

engage directly with the thing and to read its implicit purpose. Using Martin 

Heidegger‘s concept of Zeug, things ready at hand, Selle asks how the de-

sign object ―places us in the present‖; that is, how we meet the design, but 

also how it meets us and reaches out to us. For, as Selle clearly states, with 

new kinds of design the conditions of experience change: ―every new techn-

ology changes the cultural spectrum of experience‖, (p. 45). In Selle‘s view, 

the cultural experience of digital objects is based on their ratio of appear-

ance in relation to function. In relying less on appearance, the digital objects 

create an experience of a virtually ever-expanding functionality. 

 Another part of this experience is how the additional functionality 

and potential for interaction endow the objects with a high degree of self-

agency. Theoretically, an interest in the role of objects has emerged in re-

cent years, as Actor-Network Theory has claimed that objects possess active 

agency in networks with humans, for example as non-human actors in 

guiding behaviour, (cf. Latour). In attempting to deconstruct the subject-

object dichotomy and the role of the subject as origin of the structure of 

experience, the concept of post-phenomenology has been proposed as a way 

of pointing to and acknowledging the role of the object in shaping the condi-

tions of experience, also with direct reference to digital design: ―Things – 

and in our current culture especially technological artifacts – mediate how 

human beings are present in their world and how the world is present to 

them; they shape both subjectivity and objectivity‖, (Verbeek, p. 235). The 
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element of digital technology highlights the point that objects have an 

agency of their own. In their capability and potential for interaction, they 

may also be the opposite of ―mute‖, which can otherwise be seen as a cen-

tral characteristic of design, (Forsey, p. 68). 

 Within the field of digital aesthetics – which primarily investigates 

on-screen design solutions – the effects of a changed material culture have 

been discussed. Through the concept of ―New Aesthetic‖, attention has been 

directed towards ―first, the confluence and convergence of digital technolo-

gies in various materialities; and second, the ways in which this merger has 

changed our relationship with these materialities and our representation as 

subjects‖, (Paul & Levy, p. 27). An interesting suggestion is to see digital 

functionality as reflective of our own purposes but taking form through the 

enhanced functionality expanding and reshaping cultural and social prac-

tices. In this way, the New Aesthetic is said to reflect ―a new status of sub-

ject–object relationships in which our preferences, tastes, likes and memo-

ries can be reflected back to us by objects that might offer to assist us with 

daily tasks, becoming actants on our behalf‖, (p. 40). 

 In their ontology, digital objects may contain an arbitrary relation 

between form and function. They may be open-ended in function and half-

way between the material properties of the object and immaterial operations 

of the digital technology. In juxtaposing ―material appearance and electronic 

function‖, for instance through incorporating sensors and actuators in tex-

tiles, as explored by design researcher Katharina Bredies, the deployed digi-

tal technology may ―offer a way of estranging (i.e., making strange) the 

taken-for-granted world around us‖ and, hence, open new possibilities of 

use, (p. 46). Furthermore, the claim can be made that ―the analogue is get-

ting even more digital‖ as new materials may also be programmable and, 

hence, reversible, (Stalder, p. 99f). The ontology of digital objects need not, 

however, be conceptually framed by a ―new aesthetics‖, which seems to be 

more of a rhetorical posture than an actual new proposal. Instead, a concept 

of post-material aesthetics would reflect the contemporary condition of de-

sign objects in a digital culture where the material exceeds itself, the inter-

action is more central than ever before and the conceptual content of design 

objects is at stake because the objects are always more than they seem. 

 Tasting the Digital. Through this ontology, digital objects engage 

in a phenomenology of taste of a different kind and with a different material 

focus than the one proposed by Pazaurek. Of course, taste judgments based 

on normative assertions of ―good‖ and ―bad‖ can still be found, even if they 

cannot be asserted within the same cultural context and resonance as Pazau-
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rek, and taste judgments still operate within a social context. But what inter-

ests me here, again, is the question of how taste is enabled and conditioned 

by the objects in question and, furthermore, how it is affected by the ontol-

ogy of digital objects. 

 I shall discuss this on the basis of three objects, demonstrating a 

spectrum of possibilities: a USB hub inserted into and, hence, shaped like a 

seashell, the portable loudspeaker Copenhagen 2.0 by Vifa, and a smart-

phone. My basic questions are how taste judgments operate on the basis of 

expanded functionality and on the arbitrary relationship between the inner 

functionality and the outer expression of form in the objects, (cf. my 2016). 

 The loudspeaker and the USB hub operate with different kinds of 

relating inner digital functionality and outer formal expression but both in a 

way where they relate to more or less conventional codes of taste. Inserted 

into a seashell, which then additionally has been painted as a seashell, there 

is no connection at all between the purpose of a USB hub and the shape of a 

seashell.
1
 For this reason, the USB hub 

has been curated to the Evil Things ex-

hibition under the category ―strange 

material‖ (Volkers & Flagmeier, p. 

81), that is, the seashell-shaped USB 

hub is being positioned as a typical 

piece of bad taste design due to the 

unnecessity of form but also through 

an unnecessary treatment of the sur-

face by painting it as a seashell (and 

could probably be found in the shop on the other side of Oranienstraβe). 

 In contrast, the loudspeaker has the outer expression of being a 

loudspeaker, even if, in its simple geometry and clear, monochrome sur-

faces, it appears rather abstract and simplified.
2
 The point where the loud-

speaker as object exceeds itself is through the employment of wireless 

technology for music sources. On one level, the loudspeaker may be seen 

and positioned as the kind of good taste which is sometimes affiliated with 

the simplicity and downplayed expression of Scandinavian design. Further-

more, the Scandinavian element of good taste is supported by the name, the 

capital of Denmark, and the cold blue and grey hues employed on the mar-

                                                 
1
 Figure 2. USB hub inserted in a seashell and then painted as a seashell. Unknown 

manufacturer. Copyright: Armin Herrmann,Werkbundarchiv – Museum der Dinge. 
2
 Figure 3. Copenhagen 2.0. Loudspeaker manufactured by Vifa. 
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keting website for the product, (Vifa 2018). But on another level, the kind of 

aesthetic ex-perience offered by the object is not obtained simply and solely 

by an appreciation of its external formal and sensuous qualities (whether 

experienced remotely through looking or up close through touching) but re-

volves around the possibilities enabled by the use of digital technology to 

enhance and create new experiences for the user. Seen as creating experi-

ences, therefore, the object should be judged not only by its external 

qualities but also by its specific capability of easily, innovatively or provoc-

atively creating new experiences. In this way, one kind of taste judgment 

may be evoked by the outer expression of the loudspeaker and operate 

according to social codes and conventions. On this point, taste differences 

may exist in comparison with competitors on the market such as Marshall, 

B&O Play, or Libratone. But an-

other kind of taste judgment 

points beyond the actual object 

to experiences to which the ob-

ject is just a means and a more or 

less arbitrary outer shell. Of 

course, differences in this kind 

of judgment may arise if the ob-

ject in question functions poorly; 

in that case, it may appear as an 

obstacle to creating experiences. 

 In conceptualizing digi-

tal objects to contain optimal 

functions which exceed their for-

mal expression, taste judgments 

get transposed to a dimension of the object different than its formal and 

material properties. I will point to two immediate consequences of this. 

First, through optimal functionality, taste judgments as a tool of social 

differentiation decrease in importance. Of course, using the loudspeaker in a 

social context may still be an act of consumption with the ambition of 

positioning the user in a social context and letting the aesthetic experience 

of the object play a role in ―consumers‘ identity formation and personal 

meaning creation‖, as pointed out in an empirical study of consumption of 

earphones in Hong Kong, (Lam et al., p. 432). For the consumers in the 

study, the aesthetic experience of the earphones gains in symbolic import-

ance when ―the design engages the consumers into actively taking part in 

experiencing the design with their imagination immersed in the creation of 
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aestheticization of everyday life‖, (p. 440). In this process, the consumers 

are more focused on individual experiences than on social positioning. Still, 

the question remains open if the close focus on optimal functionality in 

digital objects calls not so much for social positioning but rather results in a 

non-taste of functionality or a taste judgment of function more in accordance 

with the Kantian taste judgment of pleasure or non-pleasure shared by ever-

ybody. In the view of design researcher Anthony Dunne, ―the post-optimal 

object‖ in terms of ―practicality and functionality‖ may open for new kinds 

of aesthetic experiences, (p. 20) foremost related to new modes of use. 

 Second, the focus on digital function and arbitrary outer expression 

may reverse the valuation of the role of the outer expression: as the outer 

surface stands in an arbitrary relationship to the inner functionality of the 

object, why not play with it? In this perspective, the USB hub seashell could 

be seen as a humorous and funny design, whereas the loudspeaker would 

confirm boring norms. 

 The third example, the smartphone, epitomizes the ―black box‖ 

design of the digital era where objects may even be impossible to decipher 

based on their appearance. In this instance, I shall deal with the smartphone 

as a generic type. Whereas the mobile phone had varieties in terms of outer 

design (collapsible, different organizations of buttons, and customization), 

the smartphone, before being operated, is basically just a black screen en-

closed in a cabinet. Differences may exist between specific product designs 

in terms of material and detailing and, more importantly, the perception of 

the value of the different brands. Additionally, differences may appear in 

operation, as smartphones operate on different platforms with different in-

terfaces. But, in principle, they all work in the same way, as a material 

product with an open structure of engaging in possibilities, (cf. my 2013). 

Smartphones belong to the most intimate objects used by people and are 

often designed to fit in a pocket, carried close to the body. At the same time, 

they have no meaning in themselves but only through being a vehicle for all 

different kinds of meaning transmitted by wireless connection. In this way, 

the digital technology evokes a ―transcoding of evil and grey media that 

become sensible to us as banal effects of the everyday; effects that may even 

possess some kind of inner beauty‖, (Andersen & Bro, p. 276). This kind of 

―inner beauty‖ is not the beauty of the material object, even if some models 

may be superbly executed in materials such as glass and aluminum, but in 

the meaning that the smartphone points to and that may cause us to ascribe a 

symbolic meaning to the smartphone as being vital to our life or even as 

beautiful. 
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 In relation to taste judgments, smartphones point to several kinds 

of judgments. They point less to the judgment of the qualities of the material 

object than to the brand value of e.g. the Apple product, which relates to a 

social logic of taste. They point even more to the taste judgment of the 

symbolic value of the possible effects that smartphones may have for the 

persons owning them. In this way, the phenomenology of taste related to 

smartphones continuously points beyond the material object. 

 Mediating Taste Digitally. As a next step in exploring taste in digi-

tal culture, I will point to digital media as a central locus for articulating and 

circulating taste judgments. Digital media such as the Internet and social 

network media convey content, but they also create new conditions for cir-

culating meaning in a social context in a way that thoroughly affects con-

tent. 

 From media studies we gain the central insight that media are 

never innocent tools for transmitting some kind of content. In the 1960s, 

media theorist Marshall McLuhan coined the dictum ―the medium is the 

message‖, pointing out that the way media convey content is in fact (a part 

of) their content. Seen as modes of organizing sensual perception, media 

may even ―change the objects of perception for us‖, (Schweppenhäuser, p. 

103). Through media, objects are perceived and understood in specific ways. 

Even further, media may have the effect ―not only to transform the contents 

which they transport, but also the surroundings in which the media use takes 

place‖, (loc.cit.). Thus, media may operate as tools of epistemology and 

meaning-making in a social context; media operate as channels of percep-

tion and recognition and not only reflect the world, but may have an actual 

effect on it, for instance, when more and more people use mobile devices to 

find their way in an unknown, or even their own, city. 

 Digital Media. Digital media are interesting in relation to taste as 

they provide a new social space to engage with taste. Constitutive elements 

of digital media such as omnipresence, accessibility, speed, maximization of 

data storage capacity, and minimization of devices (such as smartphones) 

are important for the articulation of social meaning in digital media, but 

even more important is the reciprocity in communication where users also 

produce content. In challenging the authority and linearity of traditional me-

dia, digital media engage users as active producers. It might be that all dif-

ferent kinds of noise may disturb the transmission of traditional mass media, 

but in the end media such as books, films, radio, and television all possess a 

sender with an authority to define content. This feature is shared by the mu-

seum as an institution and was skilfully employed by Pazaurek. But today, 
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most museums engage in social media communication, where they provide 

visitors or other interested parties with an opportunity for feedback. 

 What we can find in digital media is a decentred, widespread dis-

semination of social communication and networks of ―deterritorialized com-

munitarization‖ where groups define communities within ―translocal hori-

zons of meaning‖ and without a definite geographical location, (Hepp, p. 

104f). Social network media such as Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat are 

important platforms and vehicles for the creation of these networks and may 

even be said to have ―changed the conditions and rules of social interac-

tion‖, (van Dijck & Poell, p. 2). These media do, however, set very definite 

frames for the formation of these networks. In addition, the corporations 

behind the media have been increasingly uncovered as non-tax-paying vul-

tures of contemporary capitalism, exposing the users to personalized adver-

tising due to the fact that, for instance, Facebook has access to all data about 

its users. These forms of media exploit the personal data of the users by 

turning their ―perception, thinking and communication‖ into ―commercial 

goods‖, (Schweppenhäuser, p. 83) for advertising purposes. The flipside of 

the circulation of meaning within social media platforms is a certain close-

ness and self-circularity in the same way that information in digital media 

increasingly cannot be seen as ―representations of an external world‖ but as 

a ―self-reflective, closed world‖ of self-circulated information, (Stalder, p. 

186). 

 Taste Articulation in Digital Media. Within legal bounds, every-

body can say almost anything or show all kinds of images in social network 

media, creating a virtual centrifuge of information and value statements. So-

cial media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, however, offer 

principles of organization for how people articulate and circulate meaning. 

As stated by media researchers José van Dijck and Thomas Poell, social 

media operate according to a set of ―technological, economical and socio-

cultural mechanisms‖ which they describe as a specific ―social media logic‖ 

of programmability of user content, popularity as a guiding social principle, 

connectivity as a social as well as algorithmically-guided dynamics and 

datafication in quantifying all of this, (pp. 5-11). The personal profile pro-

vides an anchor for social media platforms‘ function of identity profiling 

and construction through status updates, linking, liking and following other 

users, and the principles of social connectivity provide boundaries for the 

dissemination of meaning: on Facebook, you can choose not to let every-

body see images of your beloved cats, but only those defined as your 

friends. 
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 I will point to two features in relation to the articulation of taste, 

the ―like‖ option and the hashtag (#). With these, the individual user can 

display a preference or an approval of something. The ―like‖ option and the 

hashtag operate according to different logics which I will relate to Facebook 

and Instagram, respectively. 

 The ―like‖ option is a way for the user to indicate a reaction or sim-

ply to acknowledge having seen a post by another user. Since 2016, Face-

book expanded the possibility of just ―liking‖ to options such as ―love‖, ―ha-

ha‖, ―wow‖, ―sad‖ or ―angry‖, (Facebook 2016). The act of liking (or non-

liking or being sad, etc.) refers to the user subject as the origin of action and 

may thus say something about her or his preferences. This bundling of pref-

erences is what makes it easy for the Facebook Corporation to gain massive 

data on specific users and, furthermore, bundle users in groups with certain 

patterns of behaviour. As stated by media theorist Felix Stalder, this influx 

of data provides a new paradigm in how the company reads the taste pref-

erences of the user. Leaving behind any psychological or sociological meth-

odology with an interest in motivation and motifs of the consumers, Face-

book revives methods of objective behaviourism in light of big data: The 

amount of data is so large that Facebook claims to see predictable patterns in 

the detectable behaviour of the consumers, (p. 201). 

 On the one hand, users on Facebook can express taste preferences 

by liking e.g. beach holidays, designer furniture, or heavy metal bands. Seen 

from the perspective of the user, a medium such as Facebook is a medium 

for projecting taste preferences in a virtual space where you might be seen 

and most certainly leave your traces. But on the other hand, taste as a socio-

logical concept (not to mention as a philosophical concept) is being left 

behind by the media companies. Of course, the large amount of data on how 

people behave may represent taste preferences, but they are not, at least not 

in Stalder‘s analysis, interpreted as such but as the surface of the ―sum of 

actions‖, (ibid.). 

 The other kind of articulation of taste in digital media is filtered 

through the hashtag, which is a central organizing principle of Instagram. 

Instagram is, foremost, a medium for displaying and sharing images and 

short videos. The Instagram app provides a fixed format for images as well 

as tools to filter and edit those images. In combining the media form of ma-

nipulating images and particular content often related to lifestyle and iden-

tity positioning, Instagram has its own style in images, which media re-

searcher Lev Manovich labels ―Instagramism‖. In Manovich‘s view, these 

images may provide ―power in crafting unique identities‖, (p. 90). The cre-
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ation and circulation of images according to the style and cultural code of 

Instagramism may demonstrate the user‘s belonging to the ―global design 

class‖, defined by knowing ―about subtle differences, the power of empty 

space, visual intelligence, and visual pleasure‖, as for instance can be seen 

in the magazine Kinfolk, (p. 95). 

 

 
 

 Through the hashtag, the user has the opportunity to attach key-

words to the image, which relate it to other images with the same hashtag 

and let users trace and follow specific content. In this way, the hashtag 

#vifacopenhagen enables a connection to all different kinds of images where 

people (and the company Vifa) relate to the product Copenhagen 2.0 (fig. 4) 

in different ways. As an example, the user Pepealonso2 creates his own 

product setting, displaying the product in much the same way as in images 
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provided by the company, (fig. 5).
1
 Other images display the product in less 

static and staged situations (even if most images are staged in some way or 

another). In their repetitive similarity and style of product positioning and 

identity profiling, most of these images subscribe to ―Instagramism‖. 

 I wish to emphasize two reformulations of taste preferences in rela-

tion to the logic of the digital hashtag: 

 1) By employing the hashtag, the user engages in articulating a 

taste preference. As in the case of ―liking‖ on Facebook (which is also an 

option on Instagram), the user projects her taste preferences into a virtual 

social space, which is decentred in its structure and where the user does not 

know if the projection is read. The question, then, is if situated social con-

texts may evolve which reflect the practices of ―taste communities‖ (South-

erton) in actual social space. That is, whether social media operate as an 

optimal vehicle for articulating taste preferences so as to have an effect 

within a social context or whether it all remains just a self-referential play of 

images. 

 2) At the same time, the group of images assembled by the hashtag 

contains its own, decentred logic related to the self-contained world of 

―Instagramism‖ images. The chain of images created by hashtags creates its 

own logic that only exists within the virtual space of the medium. This play 

of images may take the form of simulation in a way that can be described in 

poststructuralist sociology by Jean Baudrillard, where images, in dominating 

the distribution of meaning, no longer simply reflect reality but create their 

own reality in generating models of a ―real without origin or reality: a hy-

perreal‖, (p. 166). Of course, simulation (in Instagram and elsewhere) can-

not survive without a link to the real, but Baudrillard‘s claim is that simula-

tion in its creation of its own hyper-reality performs a break with the ontol-

ogy of the real. 

 In this way, the simulation of the images in Instagram is two-sided: 

they have a starting point in reality, while they also have the effect of creat-

ing their own kind of non-real ontology with new and open possibilities of 

representation. Regarded as a structure of simulation, the image world of 

Instagram may let taste preferences virtually collapse as they do not have 

any effect beyond the images themselves. 

 Conclusion. I have argued for the transformation of the articulation 

and circulation of taste preferences in digital culture on two levels. On a 

concrete level, I have looked at how the ontology of objects employing digi-

                                                 
1
 Figure 4 & 5. Instagram #vifacopenhagen. Accessed 2018-02-15. 
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tal technology conditions the development of taste preference in a new way, 

as these objects are primarily hyper-functional. Furthermore, I have looked 

at digital media framing taste articulation. My starting point for under-

standing the transformation of taste in digital culture was a description of 

the ambition of a rather traditional authoritative judge of taste, Gustav E. 

Pazaurek, to develop a phenomenology of bad taste by showing typologies 

of bad design. In digital culture, objects and media frame taste judgments as 

having less importance or entering a self-reflective virtual space of simula-

tion. 

 On a general level, my point is that new cultural, societal and 

technological conditions for the creation, distribution and consumption of 

cultural meaning affect the constitution of taste judgments and, related to 

these, aesthetic experiences. To enter the question of what taste judgments 

are today requires the meeting of philosophical approaches, sociological in-

vestigations and cultural theory. In this article, I have employed the concept 

of ―digital culture‖ as an entrance to the discussion, as I believe that the ef-

fect of digital technology, actual and potential, on our contemporary culture 

cannot be overestimated. 
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On Mads Nygaard Folkmann’s“Taste in Digital Culture” 
 

Alan H. Goldman 

 

 

In this rich paper Professor Folkmann describes how the production 

of digital objects and digital methods of communication have changed taste 

and its dissemination. Given limitation of time, I will focus primarily in 

these comments on the earlier part of his paper, taste and aesthetic value in 

digital objects, especially since I have nothing to disagree with and little to 

add in regard to the communication of taste over social networks. 

Folkmann begins his discussion by referring to a self-appointed au-

thority on taste from the turn of the twentieth century, Gustav Pazaurek. 

Pazaurek‘s criterion of good taste in objects appealed to what is now called 

functional beauty. According to this concept, the form of an object should 

reflect its nature or function. There should be no over-ornamentation or use 

of inappropriate materials. Design must be transparent to function if an ob-

ject is to reflect or attract good taste. Later German so-called authorities 

added moral criteria, the result hearkening back to Hume‘s aesthetic theory, 

or that part of it which appealed to social utility as an ultimate source of 

judgments of beauty. According to Hume, an object whose form suggests a 

positive or socially useful function is judged to be beautiful, while even a 

well-designed instrument of torture would not be so judged. 

More contemporary theories of functional beauty also ascribe this 

property whenever an object looks fit for a certain function or purpose, 

when this function is obvious in the form of the object, or conversely, when 

knowledge of the function of an object affects our judgment of its form in a 

positive way. This latter effect depends on the broader phenomenon of top-

down perception, in which cognition or knowledge of or beliefs about an 

object or its context affects the way it looks. A very tall slanted object seen 

at a distance will look lopsided, unstable, and dysfunctional if seen as a 

phone tower, but sturdy and functional if seen as an industrial crane.
1
 Our 

concept of the nature and function of the object affects the way it appears to 

                                                 
1
 Example is from G. Parsons & A. Carlson Functional Beauty, Oxford UP, 2008. 
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us visually. When that effect alters our perception in a positive direction we 

judge the object to be functionally beautiful. 

The concept of functional beauty applies primarily to ordinary ob-

jects of use and to natural objects, especially animals, including humans. 

Cheetahs or jaguars, both the animals and automobiles, look beautiful be-

cause their sleekness makes them look built for speed and power, which 

amply serve their purposes or functions. A thin and sleek cow or pig would 

not look similarly good to us. Humans too are judged good-looking when 

they look fit, but not when they look like good-looking cows or pigs. This 

concept of functional beauty can be secondarily extended to judgments of 

artworks, being applied when a work is judged to fulfill the artist‘s artistic 

purpose in creating it. This concept accords with Kant‘s idea of dependent 

beauty, not with his primary aesthetic theory, since it clearly involves the 

application of the concept of a determinate function or purpose, and, in 

appealing to utility, judgments applying it are not disinterested, as Kant de-

scribed pure judgments of taste or free beauty. 

It should be clear that this concept of functional beauty does not 

exhaust the broader concept of beauty as, roughly, what produces pleasure 

in its appearance. We take aesthetic pleasure in some phenomena that are 

not functional, for example pure colours or sunsets, and even in objects that 

appear dysfunctional, for example Roman ruins. And not all objects that 

appear functional look beautiful to us, for example the snouts of pigs or ant-

eaters. Large noses on humans may be better for detecting odours, but are 

not judged to be more beautiful for that. And, although this may be a matter 

of personal taste, exposed pipes in the interiors of some contemporary build-

ings may better indicate some of their functions, but in my opinion do not 

improve their aesthetic value. Despite these exceptions, the concept of func-

tional beauty is clearly instantiated in some judgments of aesthetic value, 

and more important for our discussion here, it is the concept that Folkmann 

utilizes in his discussion of digital objects and how taste reacts to and is 

changed by them. 

His main thesis here is that, since digital objects are hyper-functional, 

since function so far outstrips the formal possibilities in these objects, since 

the multiple or open-ended functions of these objects could not be reflected 

in their simple or limited forms, the relation between form and function 

becomes arbitrary in digital objects. A smart phone does not look fit to 

connect to the internet, with all the uses that affords, in the way that a well-

designed car looks built for speed and comfort. Form in a digital object is 

divorced from function according to Folkmann. Digital objects, he points 
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out, ―are able to perform more than the eye can detect‖. Their ―ever ex-

panding functionality‖ implies ―and arbitrary relation between form and 

function‖. Folkmann further writes: ―as the outer surface stands in an arbi-

trary relationship to the inner functionality of the object, why not play with 

it?‖ He cites the example of a USB hub shaped like a seashell as an instance 

of such a playful attitude toward the relation of form to function. There is 

―no connection at all between the purpose of a USB hub and the shape of a 

seashell‖, and Folkmann takes this example to be typical. 

Here I take some exception to the claim that this example is typical 

of digital objects and of the relation of form to content in them. I appeal to 

the smartphone as a much more typical and important example of a digital 

object. Folkmann also mentions the smartphone, so ubiquitous now across 

classes and cultures, but he sees its outer design as a black box with no aes-

thetic interest or importance in itself: the ―phenomenology of taste related to 

smartphones continuously points beyond the material object‖. According to 

Folkmann, the material phone in itself lacks aesthetic value and gives no 

clue as to its multiple and seemingly miraculous functions. It could be any 

shape, and its plain rectangular shape counts for nothing more aesthetically 

than would any equivalent amorphous vehicle for its many vital but non-

material functions. 

My first point in rejoinder is that if the relation between the form and 

functions of smartphones were as arbitrary or unimportant as Folkmann 

claims, then we would expect all kinds of playful or funky designs to pro-

liferate – phones shaped as seashells or who knows what amusing varia-

tions. Instead, after Apple introduced the iphone, there followed a remark-

able uniformity of design from other manufacturers, varying only slightly in 

color and size. Doesn‘t this uniformity suggest agreement that the design 

suits at least some of the major functions of the object? Folkmann might 

reply that it rather indicates a lack of interest on the part of all producers of 

the product in varying the form, a lack of interest in the outer form itself as 

being of any aesthetic or commercial relevance. Which brings me to my 

second point. 

If the outer design of the smartphone is so lacking in aesthetic rel-

evance or relation to its functions, if that relation cannot prompt judgments 

of functional beauty in this case, why did Steve Jobs agonize at such length 

over its design? And indeed he did so agonize, playing a larger role in the 

iphone‘s outer design than in its inner hardware, which he left to the Apple 

engineers. In his authoritative biography of Steve Jobs, Walter Isaacson 

quotes him as saying, ―I didn‘t sleep last night because I realized that I just 
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don‘t love it‖, referring to the initial outer design of the iphone in which the 

glass screen was set in an aluminum case. The new design he eventually 

came up with had a flatter stainless steel shell containing an enlarged glass 

display extending all the way to the edges of the rectangular surface. He 

then demanded that the engineers had to change the insides to accommodate 

the new design, a difficult task involving among other things the antenna. 

Jobs certainly did not consider the outer design to be irrelevant or arbitrary, 

either aesthetically or commercially. 

Was he right in considering it to be of utmost importance, and is its 

importance related to the idea and judgment of functional beauty? I believe 

the answer is yes, both in a narrower and more indirect sense as well as in a 

broader but at the same time more direct sense. In the narrower and more 

obvious sense, the outer design of the smartphone is related not directly to 

its main functions, but involves properties that affect our ease of access to 

its main functions. I refer to its flatness, relatively small size, rectangular 

shape, smoothness, and large screen relative to its small size. These proper-

ties make for constant and easy carry and access to its multiple main func-

tions and for a nice feel in the hand. This might sound not only obvious, but 

trivial, but the design in these respects was a marked improvement over 

earlier versions of mobile phones, which were bulkier and harder to fit into 

one‘s pocket, often had to be unfolded, and had smaller, harder to see 

screens. 

The more direct connection between form and main functions is nev-

ertheless somewhat more subtle. Remember that functional beauty involves 

relations between form and function that run in both of opposite directions. 

Either the function can be read off immediately from the form, as in the case 

of the sleek and powerful looking jaguar obviously built for speed, or 

knowledge of the functions alters our perception of the form in a positive 

way. In the case of the smartphone, Folkmann is right that we cannot see its 

multiple functions in its simple form or infer the former from the latter, 

which is why the relation between form and function seems to him to be 

arbitrary. I argued above that the relation in this direction is nevertheless not 

arbitrary, in that the smartphone‘s outer features are designed to maximally 

facilitate access to its functions. 

Now the point is that knowledge of those functions makes the simple 

and streamlined design look remarkably efficient and powerful. It is precise-

ly the fact that no one could predict the amazing and seemingly open-ended 

functions of this small and flat device that makes it look so high-powered 

and efficacious. As a doorstop or building block it would not look stream-
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lined or powerful at all, but precisely its hyperfunctionality, which for Folk-

mann divorces its form from its functions, communicates that appearance 

enhancing effect to its outer form. The relatively large screen now signifies 

not only ease of sight, but that what is displayed can be of major impor-

tance. And the more functions we know of, the more powerful and efficient 

the outer design of the material object looks. It may not be hyperbole to say 

that our emotional attachment to the heightened communicative and infor-

mational potentials that the smartphone affords us transfers to the judgment 

that the form is indeed beautiful, pleasurable to perceive, a paradigm in-

stance of functional beauty. 

People do seem emotionally attached to their smartphones to the ex-

tent that they cannot be without them day or night, at work or at meals with 

family members and friends whom they ignore. According to my account of 

aesthetic value, objects with high aesthetic value are those that engage us on 

every mental level: perceptual, cognitive, and emotional. In these terms too 

the smartphone, while obviously not a work of art designed only to produce 

aesthetic experience and value, but a primarily functional object, as such 

possesses high aesthetic value. Perceptually, I claimed that the phone‘s high 

ratio of function to form makes it look high-powered and efficient. This is 

clearly a cognitively loaded perception, even more so than the usual top 

down perception of functional beauty, since here knowledge of the functions 

is richer and more complex than in the usual case, for example that of the 

car or radio tower. Add to this cognitively loaded perception a positive emo-

tional attachment, and the criteria for aesthetic value are clearly satisfied. 

All this is not to say that some digital objects, for example Folk-

mann‘s USB hub, do not instantiate an arbitrary relation between form and 

content, as he claims. It is not even to say that all people would judge the 

smartphone to be a beautiful object, even after comprehending the concept 

of functional beauty. Judgments of beauty are response dependent and rela-

tive to particular individuals, reflective of personal taste. And I am not sure 

that Folkmann would disagree with much of what I say about the design of 

the smartphone, (We will find out). He does point to ―the symbolic value of 

the possible effects that smartphones may have for persons owning them‖. 

Perhaps I am only adding or emphasizing the way that this value informs 

our perception of the material object and its design. That design is neither 

arbitrary nor unrelated to its functions, knowledge of which alters the way it 

appears to many of its users. So hyperfunctionality, as Folkmann calls it, 

does not imply lack of functional beauty and can instead augment it. 
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A final word on the dissemination of judgments of taste over social 

media, the last part of Folkmann‘s paper. As I mentioned, I have no dis-

agreement here. As he points out, judgments of taste expressed over social 

media, such as Facebook‘s ―like‖ option, project such judgments into virtu-

al, not geographical, space, forming groups with shared taste only partially 

known to the individual senders and bundled by Facebook for commercial 

purposes. Traditionally, expressions of shared taste were a major component 

in the creation of social solidarity among individuals within groups with 

which they could identify. In this regard the creation of such groups in cy-

berspace for commercial ends is paradoxical. On the one hand, such groups 

are formed much more readily than was the case traditionally, formed really 

automatically. On the other hand, the relations among members within such 

large groups are largely impersonal, even often unknown to them, apart 

from the few likes that are communicated back from previously designated 

friends. The groups are completely known only to Facebook and those to 

whom it sells such data. 

All this in regard to the communication of aesthetic tastes is part of 

the larger paradox of social media: communication and the formation of 

like-minded groups is greatly facilitated, at the same time as it becomes 

more impersonal and even alienating for the individuals involved. We easily 

speak with we know not whom while often ignoring those across the table or 

room in doing so. Folkmann articulates this paradox as well as noting the ef-

fect of this means of communication on the content that is communicated in 

this section of his paper. Combining this with the many interesting if chal-

lengeable points he makes about digital objects makes for a very rich paper. 
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From the Preface: Granted the analyticity of explanans and explanandum, when an explication 
is correct, explanandum should at the very least be informative, such as to clear away partial 

and corrupted uses of the given concept. But if that is not possible, ‗sublime‘ is doomed to the 

compost heap or the vagaries of mysticism. While on occasion there is, here there‘s probably 
no need for – à la Moore – the reminder: that no discussion about the meaning of a concept is 

merely about the meaning of a term, and to think of sublime is not to think merely of ways of 

thinking about the world; it is to think of how the world actually is. 
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