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ABSTRACT
I call into question a pair of closely related assumptions that are 
almost universally shared in the literature on predicates of taste. The 
assumptions are, first, that predicates of taste – words like ‘tasty’ – are 
semantically evaluative. In other words, that it is part of the meaning of 
a word like ‘tasty’ to describe an object as in some sense good, or to say 
that it is pleasing. And second, that the meaning of predicates of taste is 
in some way relativized to an experiencer or standard – the person that 
the object is pleasing to or the standard according to which the object is 
good. Parties to the literature on these terms tend to disagree about the 
role of context in determining the truth of claims involving predicates 
of taste, or in determining which proposition is expressed. But they 
agree that to call some dish ‘tasty’ is to say something positive about 
that dish, to suggest that someone or other finds, or is disposed to find, 
the dish pleasing. I suggest instead that ‘tasty’, and indeed the full range 
of aesthetic adjectives, is purely descriptive in its literal content 1. To say 
that something is ‘tasty’ is to say something about what it tastes like. 
To say that a piece of music is ‘lyrical’ is to say something about what it 
sounds like. And to say that a painting is ‘beautiful’ is to say something 
about what it looks like. I argue that off-the-shelf semantic theories for 
ordinary, descriptive, relative gradable adjectives – terms like ‘tall’ or 
‘large’ – can account for the full range of our uses of these terms. Such 
a view involves context sensitivity of the ordinary kind for gradable 
adjectives: the requirement that the adjective’s degree argument be 
saturated by a contextually specified threshold on a scale. But it makes 
no reference to evaluation, and it has no role for an experiencer or 
standard. The view I explore here is counterintuitive. How could ‘tasty’ 
– much less ‘beautiful’ – turn out not to be evaluative? But the view can 
be made to work once the role of metalinguistic negotiation and the 
full complexity of ‘ordinary’ relative gradable adjectives are appreciated. 
Properly understood, this type of view has considerable empirical power, 
enjoys advantages of parsimony, and it also has certain philosophical 
advantages, a point to which I return at the end of the paper.
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In this essay, I call into question a pair of closely related assump-
tions that are almost universally shared in the literature on pred-
icates of taste. The assumptions are, first, that predicates of taste 
– words like ‘tasty’ – are semantically evaluative. In other words, 
that it is part of the meaning of a word like ‘tasty’ to describe an 
object as in some sense good, or to say that it is pleasing. And sec-
ond, that the meaning of predicates of taste is in some way relativ-
ized to an experiencer or standard – the person that the object is 
pleasing to or the standard according to which the object is good. 
Parties to the literature on these terms tend to disagree about the 
role of context in determining the truth of claims involving pred-
icates of taste, or in determining which proposition is expressed. 
But they agree that to call some dish ‘tasty’ is to say something 
positive about that dish, to suggest that someone or other finds, 
or is disposed to find, the dish pleasing. I suggest instead that 
‘tasty’, and indeed the full range of aesthetic adjectives, is purely 
descriptive in its literal content.1 To say that something is ‘tasty’ 
is to say something about what it tastes like. To say that a piece 
of music is ‘lyrical’ is to say something about what it sounds like. 
And to say that a painting is ‘beautiful’ is to say something about 
what it looks like. I argue that off-the-shelf semantic theories for 
ordinary, descriptive, relative gradable adjectives – terms like ‘tall’ 
or ‘large’ – can account for the full range of our uses of these terms. 
Such a view involves context sensitivity of the ordinary kind for 
gradable adjectives: the requirement that the adjective’s degree 
argument be saturated by a contextually specified threshold on 
a scale. But it makes no reference to evaluation, and it has no role 
for an experiencer or standard. The view I explore here is counter-
intuitive. How could ‘tasty’ – much less ‘beautiful’ – turn out not 
to be evaluative? But the view can be made to work once the role 
of metalinguistic negotiation and the full complexity of ‘ordinary’ 
relative gradable adjectives are appreciated. Properly understood, 
this type of view has considerable empirical power, enjoys advan-
tages of parsimony, and it also has certain philosophical advan-
tages, a point to which I return at the end of the paper.

1Certain meta-normative views entail that evaluative claims are descriptive claims of a certain 
sort. I have no beef with those views, so when I say ‘purely descriptive’ here, what I mean is 
description of the non-evaluative variety.
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1. Predicates of personal taste and aesthetic adjectives

My argument begins by looking beyond simple predicates of 
taste, like ‘tasty’ or ‘fun’, to the fuller class of aesthetic adjectives, 
and then exploring the role of metalinguistic negotiation in our 
use of these terms. I also address the broader class of aesthetic 
adjectives in an earlier paper,2 making some of the same points I 
make here. However, in that essay, I defend a standard, experiencer 
parameter version of contextualism for predicates of taste, arguing 
that when the role of negotiation is taken into account, the tra-
ditional contextualist view has greater resources than one might 
have thought. Here, I criticize that standard view, arguing for the 
more radical claim that even the experiencer parameter isn’t nec-
essary. I suggest instead that the very same theories that account 
for words like ‘tall’ or ‘expensive’ can account for our use of words 
like ‘tasty’, ‘bold’, and ‘beautiful’, all without any special machinery 
to explain their seeming evaluativity.3 In both arguments, the role 
of negotiation and coordination of aesthetic standards is central, 
necessitating some degree of repetition.

First, some terminological clarifications: I use aesthetic adjectives 
to refer to the broadest category here, whatever group it is that 
contains ‘tasty’, ‘fun’, ‘bold’, ‘beautiful’, sublime’, ‘sexy’, ‘cool’, ‘garish’, 
‘bombastic’, and the rest. When I mean to refer to words like ‘beau-
tiful’ and ‘unified’ but not words like ‘tasty’ or ‘fun’, I use the phrase 
properly aesthetic adjectives. When I mean to refer to words like 
‘tasty’ and ‘fun’, but not words like ‘beautiful’ or ‘unified’, I use the 
phrase predicates of personal taste. Finally, throughout the paper, 
I use italics for emphasis and to introduce technical terminology, 
single quotes to mention linguistic expressions, and double quotes 
for mixed use/mention and scare quoting.

As the expressions already mentioned above suggest, the full 
class of aesthetic adjectives is big. But it is also diverse. As we 
expand our attention from ‘tasty’ and ‘fun’ to ‘beautiful’, ‘sublime’, 

2Sundell (forthcoming).
3The conclusions of this paper overlap in important ways with the work in Väyrynen (2014). 

Väyrynen discusses thick terms like ‘rude’ and ‘lewd’, while I focus on aesthetic terms like ‘tasty’ 
and ‘beautiful’. Väyrynen and I both argue that evaluativity is not a semantically encoded 
part of the meaning of the terms we consider. But there are differences between the prag-
matic stories we advance. I suspect that our views are largely compatible, but I leave a full 
discussion to another work.
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‘sexy’, ‘dynamic’, bombastic’, and the rest, we encounter variation 
along at least two dimensions.

First, there is the difference between what I’ll call low-pressure 
aesthetic adjectives and high-pressure aesthetic adjectives. That 
distinction reflects a difference in the normative demands we place 
on our interlocutors when we make an aesthetic claim. Although 
we do occasionally disagree with one another’s ‘tastiness’ claims – 
a point that’s been well worked over in the literature on ‘faultless 
disagreement’ – the fact is that the subjectivity of those claims lies 
pretty close to the surface.

(1) This new coffee is tasty!
(2)  #I can see why you’d say that, but actually it’s not. If you try 

it again, you’ll discover that it is overly bitter.
The speaker of (1) expresses a fact about how the coffee strikes 
him. To correct him with an utterance like that in (2) comes across 
as obtuse at best, or even confused. Contrast the awkwardness of 
(2) with the naturalness of the (perhaps still patronizing, but less 
awkward) correction in (4).

(3) That Thelonious Monk solo was bombastic.
(4)  I can see why you’d say that, but actually it’s not. If you listen 

again you’ll hear a lot of musicality within his admittedly 
narrow dynamic range.

Obviously the speaker of (3) says what he does in part because of 
how the music strikes him. But in some sense, he is going farther, 
aiming to make a claim not about himself and his reactions, but 
about the music itself. The correction in (4) is therefore a more 
appropriate kind of response.

Perhaps you find the difference between (2) and (4) to be 
exceedingly subtle, or you suspect that whatever distinction there 
is will at the very least be vague. Fair enough. As will become clear, 
that’s grist for my mill. Still, there is a distinction here correspond-
ing to one that’s mattered to philosophers for a long time. Some 
of our claims about taste or aesthetics seem to make greater 
normative demands on our interlocutors than others. Some of 
our claims have what Peter railton, in the ethical domain, calls 
objective purport.4 When we describe something as ‘beautiful,’ or 
‘sublime,’ or ‘unified,’ or ‘balanced,’ we aim to get things right, and 

4railton (1998).
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therefore expect agreement from our interlocutor, opening our-
selves to correction or debate if we don’t find it. By contrast, when 
we describe something as ‘tasty,’ ‘sexy,’ ‘cool,’ or ‘fun,’ we aim at least 
in part to express a fact about how an object of appreciation strikes 
us. In other words, claims of the latter sort are intuitively as much 
about ourselves as the world. I’ll refer to words like ‘tasty’, ‘sexy’, 
‘cool’, and ‘fun’ as aesthetically low-pressure terms, and I’ll refer to 
words like ‘beautiful’, ‘sublime’, ‘unified’, and ‘balanced’ as aestheti-
cally high-pressure terms.

So, when we expand our attention from ‘tasty’ out to the fuller 
class of aesthetic adjectives, the first dimension of variation we 
encounter is variation in aesthetic pressure. But there is another, 
orthogonal, dimension of variation. A word like ‘tasty’ serves to 
express something like an all-things-considered gustatory assess-
ment of the object we use it to describe. Calling it ‘tasty’ doesn’t tell 
us anything very specific about a dish. Contrast that with a word 
like ‘balanced’, or ‘delicate’, or, outside of the gustatory domain, 
words like ‘unified’, ‘dynamic’, ‘lyrical’, ‘garish’, or ‘imposing’. These 
terms serve to attribute specific aesthetic properties to the object. 
Zangwill (1995) distinguishes between verdictive aesthetic judg-
ments – ‘those judgments to the effect that things are beautiful 
or ugly, or that they have or lack aesthetic merit’ – and substan-
tive aesthetic judgments – judgments to the effect that ‘things are 
dainty, dumpy, graceful, garish, delicate, balanced, warm, passion-
ate, brooding, awkward, or sad’.5 I’ll follow that terminology in my 
description of the terms involved, distinguishing between verdictive 
aesthetic expressions and substantive aesthetic expressions. Within 
aesthetics, a focus on the concepts picked out by substantive aes-
thetic expressions is most closely associated with Sibley (1959), 
but is also emphasized in work by Goodman (1969) and by Austin 
(1961, 131), who says ‘if only we could forget for a while about the 
beautiful and get down instead to the dainty and the dumpy.’ 6

The high- vs low-pressure distinction and the verdictive vs sub-
stantive distinction crosscut one another. There are low-pressure, 

5Zangwill (1995, 9).
6This distinction is clearly related to that between thin and thick evaluative terms. There may 

be more to the latter distinction, so for now I’ll limit my attention to the aesthetic case and 
continue using the terminology taken from that domain. See Väyrynen (2014) for a much 
more developed account of thick terms that is in broadly the same spirit as the account of 
substantive aesthetic terms on offer here.
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verdictive terms (‘tasty’), high-pressure, verdictive terms (‘beauti-
ful’), low-pressure, substantive terms (‘sexy’), and high-pressure, 
substantive terms (‘bombastic’). not surprisingly, the theories 
coming out of the literature on predicates of personal taste lend 
themselves perfectly to ‘tasty’’s particular combination of features. 
Consider two very simple versions of a contextualist and a relativist 
account of ‘tasty’. For the contextualist, the proposition expressed 
by a sentence of the form ┌x is tasty┐ is true at a context of utter-
ance c just in case x is gustatorily pleasing to the speaker at c, 
or perhaps to some other experiencer made salient at c. For the 
relativist, the proposition expressed by a sentence of the form ┌x is 
tasty┐ is true at a context of utterance c and a context of evaluation 
e just in case x is gustatorily pleasing to the evaluator at e. (There 
are other versions of relativism, but the differences will not matter 
for my purposes.)

What these theories have in common is that both of them 
place at the center of ‘tasty’’s meaning the notion that an object is 
pleasing to an experiencer. Both theories build evaluation directly 
into the meaning of ‘tasty’. This is not an implausible suggestion. 
Positive evaluation seems absolutely central to our use of the word 
‘tasty’. And given our willingness to set aside disagreement about 
tastiness claims, the notion that it expresses experiencer-relative 
evaluative claims seems absolutely natural. But the fit between our 
use of the term and this type of theory becomes more strained the 
farther away we move from the low pressure and the verdictive.

Consider first the matter of pressure. experiencer relativity trans-
lates directly to a term’s tendency to lack objective purport. If it’s a 
part of the very meaning of an aesthetic adjective that things pos-
sess the corresponding property only relative to an experiencer, 
then it’s clear why such a term would seem to express a claim that’s 
as much about the experiencer as it is about the world. That’s the 
right result for ‘tasty’. But if we think that claims involving some 
term aim to describe the object in a more objective sense, then 
the experiencer parameter is working against us. If there’s anything 
to the thought that a central feature of assertions involving the 
term ‘beautiful’ is to aim at universal validity, we should be imme-
diately worried by the suggestion that those expressions have an 
argument position for the person whom the object is beautiful to. 
Of course it may turn out that, on the correct theory of aesthetic 
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value, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. But in fact much of our 
usage suggests that speakers don’t endorse the message behind 
the saying. So the fact that ‘tasty’ is low pressure makes it plausi-
ble that there is some semantic call for an experiencer. But if we 
think that ‘tasty’ and ‘beautiful’ are semantically similar, then there’s 
reason for pause.

The picture is no better when we turn to the substantive/ver-
dictive distinction. Positive evaluation is absolutely central to our 
use of a word like ‘tasty’. But things get more subtle with other aes-
thetic adjectives. Substantive aesthetic expressions like ‘delicate’ 
or ‘garish’ quite often carry evaluative content; it’s typically not a 
good thing to be garish. But they don’t always carry that evalu-
ative content. And sometimes when they do, the valence of the 
evaluation is not what we expect. A piece of subversive pop art can 
be wonderfully garish. A judge at the chili contest can report the 
losing entry to be, sad to say, ‘a tad delicate’. These considerations 
suggest that for these terms it is a mistake to build the valence of 
the evaluation directly into the semantics.

In fact, even the presence of evaluation in the semantics may 
be called into question. Speaking of value words more generally, 
Hare makes the stronger point:

[I]t is in fact the case – and this has been productive of logical confu-
sion – that almost every word in our language is capable of being used 
on occasion as a value-word […] and usually it is only by cross-exam-
ining a speaker that we can tell whether he is so using a word.7

If nearly every word in the language can be used as a value word, 
then for entirely independent reasons, we’ll need an account of 
what makes particular usages evaluative. If we need an account 
like that anyways, then it may be a mistake to drive a categorical, 
semantic wedge between the ‘evaluative’ and the ‘non-evaluative’ 
terms. That kind of thought looks better the more one focuses on 
the most substantive aesthetic terms. Is it good for a painting to 
be unified? There does not seem to be any univocal answer. Is it 
a conceptual confusion to think that bombast is a good-making 
feature of a piece of music? Certainly not. like Sibley’s observa-
tions about the valence of evaluation, Hare’s claim about the very 
presence of evaluation suggests that we should hesitate before 
directly encoding evaluation, positive or negative, into our theory 

7Hare (1991, 79). I am not suggesting that Hare would agree with any of my conclusions.
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of the context-invariant semantic content of these expressions. It 
looks plausible in the case of ‘tasty’. But if we think that ‘tasty’ and 
‘garish’ are semantically similar, then there’s reason to worry.

It’s possible of course that one or both of these distinctions 
in fact corresponds to a semantic difference between the rele-
vant classes of expressions. Mcnally and Stojanovic,8 for example, 
appeal to tests like the felicity of ‘… to me’ and ‘I find …’ construc-
tions and defend the thesis that genuine predicates of personal 
taste, like ‘tasty’, do have an implicit experiencer argument but 
that properly aesthetic adjectives, like ‘beautiful’, do not. I do not 
have conclusive arguments to offer against such a view. But a the-
ory on which the full set of expressions could be given a unified 
analysis would be methodologically preferable and could retain 
much of what Mcnally, Stojanovic, and others say about aesthetic 
terms, simply extending those analyses to include predicates of 
taste. It may turn out that ‘tasty’ and ‘beautiful’, at least, are cate-
gorically distinct from one another in their semantic structure.9 
nevertheless, it’s worth exploring the possibility that they are not, 
and the possibility that the many similarities among terms like 
‘tasty’, ‘beautiful’, ‘garish’, and ‘cool’ reflect a fundamentally similar 
kind of meaning and that their differences can be explained in 
other ways.

2. Gradable adjectives, metalinguistic negotiation, and 
the coordination of standards

What would the very simplest assumption about the semantics 
of aesthetic adjectives be, the theory we should take as a starting 
point, but that we may ultimately be required to adjust or augment? 
Whatever one’s views about the differences between ‘tasty’ and words 
like ‘tall’, ‘expensive’, or ‘sharp’, most theorists agree that it is, like them, 
a relative gradable adjective.10 MacFarlane, for example, states that

8Mcnally and Stojanovic (forthcoming).
9Some of Mcnally and Stojanovic’s arguments concern deverbal adjectives like ‘shocking’, ‘dis-

gusting’, and ‘enjoyable’, which may inherit their experiencer position from the verbal form. 
I don’t take issue with that part of their claim at all and have aimed to find non-derived 
adjectives for my own examples.

10In recent experimental work, Meskin and Liao question whether aesthetic adjectives are 
relative, rather than absolute gradables, or perhaps something in between. If their results 
prove persuasive, the account here might be amended in certain ways, but would not change 
fundamentally, so for now I’ll assume the otherwise consensus view that the terms are rel-
ative gradables.
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Because ‘tasty’ is a gradable adjective, one would expect it to be con-
textually sensitive at least with respect to the threshold: how high on 
the tastiness scale something has to be in order to count as ‘tasty’ (see 
Glanzberg 2007, 8–9; drawing on Kennedy 2007). This kind of contex-
tual variation, however, is not going to help vindicate TP – [the prin-
ciple that our use of ‘tasty’ is fundamentally tied to our knowledge 
that we find the taste of the object pleasing] – and does not require 
positing contextual sensitivity to a standard of taste or experiencer 
(MacFarlane 2014, 7).

MacFarlane is right to categorize ‘tasty’ as a gradable adjective, 
and he expresses a consensus view when he does so. I’ll briefly 
rehearse some reasons why.

Kennedy (2007) suggests three identifying features of relative 
gradable adjectives. First, they exhibit contextual variation in truth 
conditions. Second, they have borderline cases. And third, they 
give rise to Sorites paradoxes. ‘Tasty’ satisfies all three criteria.

Claims involving ‘tasty’ famously exhibit variation in their truth 
conditions:

(5) Icelander: rotten shark is tasty
(6) Kentuckian: rotten shark is not tasty.

Setting aside cases where the speakers of (5) and (6) are in con-
versation, and perhaps disagreement, with each other, it’s easy to 
imagine these claims being made, sincerely and after a fair tasting, 
in the hometowns of their respective speakers. When we imagine 
them in those contexts, it’s natural to think that both utterances 
express true propositions.

There can be borderline cases of tastiness. Cold, fresh chocolate 
milk is definitely tasty. Spoiled, sour chocolate milk is definitely 
not tasty. And chocolate milk a few days past its ‘best by’ date is 
a borderline case.
And finally, tastiness can give rise to sorites paradoxes:

P1: Cold, fresh chocolate milk is tasty.
P2:  Any milk that has .0001% more lactic acid than tasty milk 

is tasty.
C: Therefore, fully spoiled chocolate milk is tasty.

Predicates of taste seem to behave exactly as we would expect 
from any other relative gradable adjective. What this means is that 
a word like ‘tasty’, whatever else it does, maps an individual to a 
degree on some scale. And in a simple non-comparative construc-
tion, it expresses the proposition that that individual’s degree on 
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that scale is greater than the degree of some contextually specified 
threshold. This is enough to show that ‘tasty’ is context sensitive. 
But MacFarlane is right to observe that this doesn’t by itself provide 
any argument that, in addition to the threshold, it also requires a 
contextually specified experiencer or standard of taste. That’s a 
separate question. So the very simplest assumption we could make 
about ‘tasty’ – what, I submit, should be our starting point from 
which we move only when forced – is that it is a relative grada-
ble adjectives just like ‘tall’ and ‘expensive’. The question is simply 
in what respects and to what degree – experiencer parameters, 
assessment sensitivity, etc. – it is more complicated than ordinary 
relative gradable adjectives. I submit that we do not have to stray 
from that initial assumption at all.

To see how this could be, we have to appreciate the full range of 
theoretical resources at the disposal of the simple relative grada-
ble adjectives view. In a series of papers, david Plunkett and I 
have developed the notion of metalinguistic negotiation, and that 
notion will be crucial here.11 With any relative gradable adjective, 
there are two bits of knowledge about the scale at play in our 
use of the term. On the one hand, there is our knowledge of the 
threshold. On the other hand, there is our knowledge about the 
object. Ordinarily, we exploit mutual knowledge of the threshold 
to convey information about the object: If we both know what the 
threshold for cost is, then I can use a word like ‘expensive’ to tell 
you something an object’s price, namely that it’s higher than the 
threshold. But there is a symmetry between the threshold and the 
object: Suppose that we both already know the object’s price, but 
that I go on to inform you that the object is ‘expensive’. In this case, 
I’ve communicated new information, not about the price (which 
we already knew), but about the threshold. I’ve communicated the 
information that the threshold is lower than the price of the object. 
This is the kind of usage that Barker (2002) calls a metalinguistic or 
sharpening usage of an expression, and this kind of usage forms 
the basis for the notion of a metalinguistic negotiation.

If speakers can use a gradable adjective to express information 
about the threshold, then they can use competing metalinguistic 
uses of a gradable adjective to express a disagreement about the 
threshold. If two people both know the price of the book, then 

11Plunkett and Sundell (2013).
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an argument about whether that book is ‘expensive’ expresses a 
disagreement not about the price – they both know the price – but 
about the threshold. These disputes are what Plunkett and I call 
metalinguistic disputes. Crucially, metalinguistic disputes come in 
two varieties. Some metalinguistic disputes are descriptive. They 
express a disagreement about what the existing contextual thresh-
old actually is. But some metalinguistic disputes are normative. 
They express a disagreement about what the threshold should be.

normative metalinguistic disputes are what Plunkett and I refer 
to as metalinguistic negotiations. What makes metalinguistic nego-
tiations special is that speakers in a metalinguistic negotiation do 
not argue about what the linguistic facts are. rather, they nego-
tiate what the linguistic facts should be. So consider two chefs, 
Alphie and Betty, discussing the matter of whether their knives are 
‘sharp’.12 Alphie and Betty have just opened a restaurant together, 
one with a terrifically eclectic menu. Alphie has until now worked 
at a delicatessen while Betty has spent years apprenticing at a 
high-end sushi restaurant. As they test out their equipment, Alphie 
and Betty take turns trying out one of the new knives. Alphie utters 
the expression in (7), and Betty replies with the expression in (8).

(7) This knife is sharp.
(8) no, it’s not sharp.

Betty might go on to suggest that the knife be used for rough 
cuts of meat, but that it not be used for their finer cuts or for fish, 
which it could bruise. Alphie, if he chose to dig in his heels, might 
observe that at the delicatessen, even the finest cuts of meat were 
easily sliced with a knife this fine.

In this situation, Alphie and Betty are not using mutual knowl-
edge of a fineness-of-edge threshold to communicate information 
about the knife. After all, they’ve each just tried the knife; they 
know exactly how fine its edge is. But neither is this a simple case 
of a descriptive metalinguistic dispute about an already existing 
threshold for fineness. In the delicatessen, or in the sushi restau-
rant, there was already a fixed standard for how fine a knife’s edge 
needed to be in order to count as ‘sharp’. But Alphie and Betty 
are just setting up shop. What the threshold for ‘sharp’ is will be a 
matter of some combination of their shared intentions, practices, 
and surroundings, but those matters are not yet settled. At the 

12I take the ‘sharpness’ example from Lopez (forthcoming), himself discussing Sundell (2011).
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moment, there is no fixed threshold to disagree about. What Alphie 
and Betty are trying to do is settle on what that standard shall be. 
They’re attempting to coordinate their standards for sharpness, 
and they’re using a certain bit of semantically underdetermined 
language as a tool for doing so. Alphie and Betty agree that their 
knives should be at whatever degree of fineness it takes to count 
as ‘sharp’. By negotiating what that degree is, Alphie and Betty are 
negotiating how fine their knives should be.13

What’s important to note about this case is that the immediate 
topic of Alphie and Betty’s dispute is a matter of language and 
thought – a normative question about how best to use their words, 
or what Burgess and Plunkett call a question in conceptual ethics.14 
Alphie and Betty disagree about which property should be picked 
out by the word ‘sharp’ in their context. But they do not express 
this disagreement by asserting and denying a single, shared prop-
osition. Alphie expresses the true proposition that the knife is fine 
to the standard of the delicatessen, and Betty expresses the true 
proposition that the knife is not fine to the standard of the sushi 
restaurant. They use the expression of those true propositions to 
advocate for their preferred standards, and thereby to communi-
cate a disagreement in conceptual ethics, a disagreement about 
how best to use the word ‘sharp’. Their claims constitute the open-
ing bids in a negotiation of what the threshold for ‘sharp’ should 
be, under the circumstances.

The fact that Alphie and Betty’s disagreement is in the first 
instance a disagreement in conceptual ethics does not mean that 
the disagreement is just semantic. We care about which concepts 
we employ and which words we pair those concepts with because 
of the uses to which we put those concepts and words. Alphie 
and Betty are using the known fineness of the knife as the stable 
ground on which to negotiate the antecedently indeterminate 
threshold for sharpness. And they are doing that, ultimately, as a 

13Cases like this, where there is no pre-existing threshold, are the clearest cases of metalinguistic 
negotiation. But metalinguistic negotiations do not require that there be no pre-existing 
threshold. In some metalinguistic disputes, the speakers might be happy to grant that there’s 
a pre-existing threshold, but simply not care. One or both of the parties to such a dispute 
might aim to change that standard. Such a metalinguistic dispute concerns the question of 
what the standard should be, and thus, it’s a normative metalinguistic dispute – a metalin-
guistic negotiation – even though there is a pre-existing standard. See Plunkett (2015) for 
discussion of this type of metalinguistic negotiation as it occurs within philosophy itself.

14Burgess and Plunkett (2013)
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way of settling questions about restaurant equipment. As is often 
the case, an issue in conceptual ethics – in this case the question of 
which property to pick out with the word ‘sharp’ – closely parallels 
an issue that is not in conceptual ethics – in this case the question 
of how sharp the knives should be. Alphie and Betty’s dispute thus 
reflects a disagreement about precisely what, intuitively, it seems 
to be about. If Betty advocates a standard so high as to require 
them to spend all their initial capital on high-end sharpening 
equipment, then she is criticizable for doing so. Indeed, she has 
made a mistake in an entirely recognizable sense, despite having 
expressed a true proposition as part of the dispute. If Alphie advo-
cates a standard so low as to make it impossible to prepare and 
serve food that satisfies their customers, then he likewise has made 
a mistake, despite having expressed a true proposition.

Crucially, this analysis vindicates the intuition that Alphie and 
Betty genuinely disagree, and the intuition that their disagreement 
boils down to a question of how sharp their knives should be. 
note, however, that in order to see how those stakes enter into the 
picture and to understand exactly how, in this case, the argument 
goes beyond matters of language and thought, the scenario needs 
to be spelled out in some detail. The above description of Alphie 
and Betty’s circumstances, while not exactly a novel, is significantly 
more elaborate than many of the quick dialogues that serve as 
data in the predicates of taste literature. Why? On this analysis, the 
semantics for ‘sharp’ are simple and our myriad uses of the term are 
complicated. To understand what’s going on in a particular dispute 
involving that term – whether the dispute is in part metalinguistic, 
and, crucially, what the normative stakes are – requires that we 
have more information about the speakers’ context and activity.

different arguments, all of them consisting in negotiations 
about the threshold for ‘sharp’, can turn on very different sets of 
considerations. We might argue about whether a knife is sharp in 
order to show off, or to educate, or to make equipment purchasing 
decisions, or to argue for its own sake. If we’re surgeons, and it’s 
a scalpel, our negotiation can be a matter of life and death. It is a 
fundamental strength of this view that, in each of these cases, the 
semantic story is the same: We’re employing metalinguistic uses 
of the word ‘sharp’ to negotiate a standard for fineness of edge. In 
every case, the speakers in these disputes use knowledge of the 
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world as the stable ground on which to negotiate standards. But 
the reasons we need to coordinate our standards for fineness of 
edge, and the considerations that make some choices of standard 
better than others, vary wildly from situation to situation. But the 
semantic theory is entirely neutral when it comes to the stakes in 
those negotiations.

The ‘sharp’ example is enough to illustrate the idea of metalin-
guistic negotiation, and the neutrality of that notion with respect 
to the considerations by which the results of such a negotiation 
might be evaluated. But before turning back to aesthetic adjectives 
and predicates of taste, it’s worth noting a few additional features 
of ‘ordinary’ gradable adjectives.

First, the threshold itself is not the only respect in which 
these terms can be semantically underdetermined. ‘Tall’ needs a 
threshold, but the scale itself is almost always the same: height. 
‘expensive’ needs a threshold, but the scale is almost always the 
same: cost. But not all gradable adjectives are as straightforward 
as that. Kennedy (2007) distinguishes gradable adjectives’ vague-
ness on the one hand from their indeterminacy on the other hand. 
Vagueness has to do with the threshold – it’s got to get set, and 
even once it’s set, there can be borderline cases. But indeterminacy, 
which Kennedy takes to be a kind of polysemy, concerns the scale 
itself. Sometimes one and the same adjective can involve a range 
of different scales, depending on specific features of the context 
and speaker intentions. Kennedy gives the (still reasonably simple) 
example of ‘large’, and in particular the use of that term to describe 
cities. Sometimes when we say that a city is large, we mean that 
it takes up a lot of space. Other times when we say that a city is 
large, we mean that it has a lot of people. Occasionally it matters 
to the truth of our claim which of these two scales is intended, as 
it would in the claim that

(9) Mexico City is larger than Tokyo.
Tokyo has more people. Mexico city takes up more space. The claim 
‘Mexico City is larger than Tokyo’ is true in some contexts and false 
in others, but those contexts vary in the scale for ‘largeness’, not 
in the threshold. even ‘large’ looks simple, however, compared 
to other gradables like ‘clever’, ‘strange’, ‘happy’, or ‘significant’. 
Before the question of a threshold can even be addressed, speak-
ers in a conversation involving these terms have to make some 
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determination of what it means to have any degree of cleverness, 
strangeness, happiness, or significance.

even the determination of the various large- or clever- or 
strange-making features, however, may not be enough to settle 
the question of how the corresponding term is aptly deployed in 
a context. Speakers need to fix on population or geographical size 
before they can use the term ‘large’ to describe cities. Once they’ve 
done so, though, they have a nice linear scale to work with. But in 
that respect ‘large’ differs from ‘clever’, ‘strange’, and many other 
gradable adjectives, which are multidimensional in their scales.15 
Benbaji (2009), for example, observes that even a seemingly sim-
ple adjective like ‘bald’ depends not only on an individual’s total 
amount of head hair, but also on the distribution of that hair. 
Benbaji models the overall scale for ‘baldness’ as a space charac-
terized by dimensions corresponding to – (x) – number of hairs 
and – (y) – percentage of hairy patches, with the scale of overall 
degree of baldness characterized as a vector through that space.

Consider Benbaji’s analysis as an example, and ‘bald’ in particu-
lar as an example of an ultimately quite simple multidimensional 
adjective. As Benbaji observes, the overall degree of baldness 
depends not only on where some object falls along the dimen-
sions making up the overall scale, but on the relative weighting 
of those dimensions. That weighting will itself be up for grabs. It 
gets better of course. For terms that are not just multidimensional 
but also indeterminate in Kennedy’s sense, speakers will need to 
settle on which dimensions matter for the overall scale, and only 
then on the weighting of those dimensions in determining overall 
degree, and only then on the overall degree which will serve as 
the contextually relevant threshold. And of course, any respect in 
which a term is semantically underspecified is a feature of the term 
that can serve as the basis for metalinguistic negotiation.

The resulting set of possible, qualitatively distinct uses of a 
gradable adjective like ‘bald’ is robust, to say the least. Speakers can 
(a) agree on the dimensions making up the baldness scale and how 
those dimensions are weighted and what the threshold is along 
the resulting scale, and use competing ‘baldness’ claims to argue 
about the state of a subject’s hair. Or (b) they can agree on the 
dimensions of baldness and how those dimensions are weighted 

15See Kennedy (2013) and Sassoon (2013).
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against each and the state of a subject’s hair, and use competing 
‘baldness’ claims to argue about the threshold along the scale. Or 
(c) they can agree on the dimensions of baldness and the state of 
the subject’s hair and use competing ‘baldness’ claims to argue 
about the weighing of the dimensions. Or (d) they can agree that 
baldness has something to do with lacking head hair and agree on 
the state of the subject’s hair, and use competing ‘baldness’ claims 
to argue about which specific hair-lacking features constitute the 
dimensions that make up the scale in the first place. This is not 
even to mention the difference between arguing about what the 
weighting/dimensions/threshold are and what they should be.

3. Predicates of personal taste and the coordination of 
standards

So, turning back to ‘tasty’, our starting point – the simplest pos-
sible assumption – was that ‘tasty’ is an ordinary gradable adjec-
tive, and the question was simply how much more complicated 
than an ordinary gradable adjective ‘tasty’ has to be. But the first 
thing to note is that, as we’ve just seen, ‘ordinary’ relative gradable 
adjectives are already unbelievably complicated. Our first impulse 
on observing the plentitude of uses to which ordinary gradable 
adjectives can be put should be optimism that this cornucopia 
of different uses will prove more than enough to account for our 
use of aesthetic adjectives like ‘tasty’. Speakers can agree on all of 
the linguistic questions and use these terms to make claims about 
the world. Or, in a variety of ways – (b) through (d), directly above 
– they can agree about the world and use these terms to make 
claims about what the linguistic facts are. (The topic of descriptive 
metalinguistic disputes.) Or, in that same variety of ways, they can 
agree about the world, and use these terms to make claims about 
what the linguistic facts should be. (The topic of metalinguistic 
negotiations.) And, as I argued above in the case of ‘sharp’, we can 
negotiate what the linguistic facts should be for a limitless variety 
of reasons some of which are frivolous or stipulative and some of 
which are significant, worldly matters opening the speakers to the 
most robust forms of evaluation and criticism, depending on their 
context and activity.
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To get a sense of the range of uses predicted for aesthetic adjec-
tives, on the default assumption that they are no more complex 
than other gradable adjectives, consider some disputes about 
cupcakes. even on that assumption, we’ll have to say a bit more 
about what ‘tasty’ is like: What is the scale? Authors in this liter-
ature occasionally write as if the scale for ‘tasty’ is ‘tastiness’. But 
that can’t be more than shorthand for some more precise way of 
talking. The scale for ‘tall’ is not tallness; it’s height. The scale for 
‘expensive’ is not expensiveness; it’s cost. So if the scale for ‘tasty’ 
is not tastiness, what is it? One thing we might think – particularly 
given the tight connection MacFarlane observes between our use 
of ‘tasty’ and our positive evaluation of the food – is that the scale 
is how much the relevant party likes it. Perhaps something like that 
will turn out to be right. But there’s reason for hesitation. If the 
scale corresponds to how much the taste of the object is liked, 
then we have to ask who is doing the liking. That means we need 
an experiencer parameter, which for the moment is not yet in the 
picture. I think a better assumption is that to describe something 
as tasty is not literally to say that it is liked to a high (enough) 
degree by some experiencer, but rather to say something about 
how it tastes. In particular to say that it tastes close (enough) to 
what it should taste like. This thought can be implemented without 
any contextual parameters beyond the threshold. It can even be 
implemented without the ‘should’.

What I propose is that the scale for ‘tasty’ is something like prox-
imity: proximity, within the space of possible tastes, to a target 
taste, where that target taste will typically, though not analytically, 
corresponds to our idea of what something of the relevant kind 
should taste like. Of course ‘tasty’, unlike ‘tall’ but like ‘significant’ or 
‘interesting’, is not just vague, but also highly indeterminate. So the 
target taste – the particular proximity scale that matters – will vary 
dramatically depending on what we’re talking about. The target 
taste will be one thing if we’re discussing wine and something else 
if we’re discussing breakfast cereal. It’s typical of adjectives to take 
on different shades of meaning depending on the nouns to which 
they’re applied. But even within a conversation about breakfast 
cereal, ‘tasty’ could pick out almost any target flavor depending 
on the intentions of the speaker.
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So now for the cupcakes, suppose that Alphie and Betty own 
not a restaurant but a bakery and that they are discussing a batch 
of cupcakes sitting before them. Here are three different scenarios 
that can occur in such a setting.

CuPCAKe 1
(9) Alphie: These cupcakes are tasty!
(10)  Betty: no, these cupcakes are not tasty. you’re thinking of 

the ones in the other room. These ones are made of wax.

CuPCAKe 2
(11) Alphie: These cupcakes are tasty!
(12)  Betty: no, they’re passable, but not tasty. These are for our 

very best clients and I know we can do better.

CuPCAKe 3
(13) Alphie: These cupcakes are tasty!
(14)  Betty: no, they’re passable, but not tasty. They’re perfectly 

sugary and fluffy, but boring. let’s add a subtle hint of 
smokiness.

In CuPCAKe 1–3, we see a cross section of the range of disputes 
about taste that are predicted by the theory under consideration. 
In CuPCAKe 1, Alphie and Betty agree (we can imagine) on what 
the tasty-making features of a cupcake are. They also agree (we 
can imagine) on how far along that scale a cupcake needs to be in 
order to earn the label ‘tasty’. What they disagree about is a purely 
non-linguistic fact about the world – whether these very cupcakes 
before them taste like that. Because they are in agreement about 
the property picked out by the word, they can use that word to 
express their disagreement about whether these particular objects 
have that property.16

In CuPCAKe 2, Alphie and Betty agree about what these cup-
cakes taste like. We might imagine that they’ve each just taken a 
bite from this batch, and we can set aside for now the possibil-
ity that they differ from one another in their perception of fla-
vor. Alphie and Betty also agree (we can imagine) on what the 
tasty-making features of cupcakes are. They might be in absolute 
agreement that the perfect cupcake will be sugary to just this 

16The fact that they could do this even if a good deal of indeterminacy remained illustrates 
the fact that many real-world situations will be mixed cases of various kinds. That fact is 
congenial to my general argument and so I set it aside here.
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degree, fluffy to just that degree, etc. What Alphie and Betty are 
debating here is a matter of threshold. Because they know what 
the cupcakes taste like, and they agree on what the target taste is 
like, their dispute in CuPCAKe 2 takes the form of a metalinguistic 
negotiation about whether these cupcakes are close enough to 
that flavor to merit the label ‘tasty’. What is at stake in this particular 
negotiation? As in any metalinguistic negotiation, the disagree-
ment is in the first instance a disagreement about language and 
thought. Alphie and Betty disagree about whether, in this context, 
the threshold for ‘tasty’ should be low enough to apply to cupcakes 
that are this distance from the agreed-upon target taste. But as 
above, this disagreement in conceptual ethics reflects a deeper 
disagreement that is not in conceptual ethics. Alphie and Betty 
agree that once the cupcakes are aptly described as ‘tasty,’ they 
can cease refinement of their recipe and begin work on the cus-
tomers’ order. Because those customers are very important, the 
cupcakes must be very close indeed to the target flavor. And so the 
appropriate threshold for ‘tasty’ will be unusually high – higher, in 
Betty’s opinion, than the threshold at work in Alphie’s utterance.

Finally, in CuPCAKe 3, we have a case where Alphie and Betty 
agree on what these cupcakes taste like, but where they cannot 
even debate the threshold for ‘tasty’ because they do not yet agree 
on the relevant scale. Alphie has in mind a traditional understand-
ing of the tasty-making features of a cupcake, but Betty is not sat-
isfied with that proposal for a scale. Perhaps because she knows 
that the clients are in this case particularly forward thinking in their 
tastes, she recognizes that the usual scale along which cupcakes 
are measured is not suitable for this set of circumstances. And so 
she advocates for an unusual kind of target flavor, in this case one 
that has a subtle hint of smokiness. Once she and Alphie have 
agreed on what it takes, under the circumstances, for a cupcake to 
have any degree of tastiness, they can begin to address the ques-
tion of when a cupcake is high enough along that scale to merit the 
label ‘tasty’. As in CuPCAKe 2, these negotiations play a role not just 
in Alphie and Betty’s decisions about how to talk, but also in their 
decisions and coordinated actions as bakers. When they’ve agreed 
what it is a cupcake should be aiming for, and agreed how much a 
cupcake has to be like that in order to satisfy the demands of their 
circumstances, then they can decide exactly how to go on baking. 
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Their metalinguistic negotiation about how to use the word ‘tasty’ 
is their way of having these arguments and making these decisions.

What can we learn from these disputes about cupcakes? The 
first thing to note is that, just as in the negotiation over ‘sharp’, 
Alphie and Betty’s negotiations here are in the first instance 
about language and thought. They are negotiations of matters 
in conceptual ethics. In particular, Alphie and Betty are debating 
the matter of which precise property to pick out with the word 
‘tasty’ under the circumstances. But the normative issues at work 
go beyond those things, as matters in conceptual ethics often do. 
Once they’ve decided that the cupcakes are aptly described as 
‘tasty,’ – whatever property that term ultimately picks out – they’ll 
lock down the recipe and start baking in volume. That’s not an 
analytic feature of the word ‘tasty’. It’s a fact about what these two 
bakers do with it. It’s a fact about the functional role played by the 
word ‘tasty’ in Alphie and Betty’s practice. This functional role for 
the term binds Alphie and Betty’s use of it to their preferences, 
motivations, and coordinated action. That accounts for the tight 
connection between their willingness to use the term ‘tasty’ and 
their finding the taste of the food pleasing. note however that, 
although neither CuPCAKe 2 nor CuPCAKe 3 is a classic or obvi-
ously exocentric use of the term, in both cases it’s really the clients 
whose tastes matter. And even the clients may in the end be eval-
uating cupcakes on some basis other than what they find most 
pleasing to eat. While it’s true that we want an explanation for the 
connection between our use of ‘tasty’ and our evaluative attitudes 
toward the objects we describe with it, we don’t (pace MacFarlane) 
want the explanation to tie them too closely together.

The second lesson to take from CuPCAKeS 2 and 3 concerns the 
stakes of the negotiation. Given the functional role played by the 
term ‘tasty’ irrespective of which precise property it picks out, the 
standards themselves – scale and threshold alike – can be evalu-
ated as better or worse. If Alphie advocates for an inappropriate 
scale – one where the target flavor is very salty – or for an inappro-
priate threshold along an ordinary scale – one where a cupcake 
that tastes like stale sourdough bread is close enough – then he 
makes a mistake, even if he manages to express a true proposition. 
exactly what mistake he makes cannot be read off from the seman-
tic theory. Alphie’s activity and the conversational goals he shares 
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with Betty will determine the criteria against which his bids in the 
negotiation can be evaluated. Sometimes speakers will aim to find 
a standard that corresponds to what they find pleasing, or will be 
disposed to find pleasing. Sometimes they’ll aim for a standard 
that corresponds to what their clients, or their dog, or idealized 
humans under perfect conditions will find pleasing. Sometimes, 
perhaps, they’ll aim for a standard that carves the world at the 
gustatory joints, the standard that reflects the true nature of the 
objectively perfect cupcake. Whether that goal makes any sense is 
a matter for aestheticians and metaphysicians and dessert chefs 
to figure out. But speakers can talk that way, and so the semantic 
theory should leave room for it. The semantic theory itself is met-
aphysically neutral. It makes room for any metanormative theory 
of gustatory value that you like, but itself makes no commitments.

4. Coordination of properly aesthetic standards

What then are the prospects for this kind of view as we turn our 
attention back to properly aesthetic terms like beautiful or ele-
gant? Two things made the transition from ‘tasty’ to the other 
aesthetic adjectives look bumpy. First, there was the verdictive/
substantive distinction: the fact that some aesthetic terms have 
more descriptive content than a verdictive term like ‘tasty’. But that 
difference will pose no problem for the view considered here. On 
this view, even ‘tasty’ is entirely descriptive in its semantics! To say 
that something is ‘tasty’ is to say that it’s flavor is close (enough) to 
some other flavor. The fact that our use of the term is so intimately 
tied to our evaluative attitudes is a matter of what we do with it, 
of our reasons for advocating for one kind of scale over another. 
Maybe that will turn out to be wrong. But for this kind of view, a 
word like ‘tasty’ is the hardest case. If it’s at all plausible that ‘tasty’ 
is essentially a descriptive gradable adjective like any other, but 
that our use of it frequently has a lot to do with our evaluative 
attitudes, then it’s definitely plausible that ‘bombastic’ is essentially 
a descriptive gradable adjective whose use frequently has a lot to 
do with our evaluative attitudes.

To emphasize, while much of the literature on predicates of taste 
has focused on the word ‘tasty’, hoping that the theories might 
eventually be extended to other kinds of aesthetic terminology, this 
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account makes ‘tasty’ the special case. Aesthetic adjectives vary in 
the total amount of descriptive content they come with. And most 
of them – substantive aesthetic terms outnumber the verdictive 
ones – have substantial, substantive application conditions. Before 
we can compliment or criticize an artwork for being ‘bombastic,’ 
that artwork will have to satisfy some set of largely context-invar-
iant criteria. Precisely which features are deserving of note for a 
particular artwork in a particular category will be the subject of 
our negotiations about scale. Just how much it takes to have those 
features to a degree worthy of salience in the context will be the 
subject of our negotiations of threshold. In both cases, however, we 
begin knowing roughly the kinds of features we’ll be looking for.

‘Tasty’, by contrast, is so heavily indeterminate in scale that it can 
be used to describe nearly any kind of flavor at all. nothing about 
the term itself tells us which features of a food’s flavor should be 
important to us or which kinds of flavors we should have in mind as 
we negotiate a target. That makes ‘tasty’ different from the majority 
of aesthetic expressions. But it’s also what makes ‘tasty’ so well 
suited to serve as a term of blanket positive gustatory verdict. It’s 
entirely up to the speakers in a given conversation to settle the 
question of what the item under discussion should be aiming at. 
Since ‘tasty’, unlike ‘bombastic’, doesn’t carry specific descriptive 
requirements, speakers are free to look to other considerations 
in settling this question. There’s not much reason to measure a 
food’s proximity to a particular target unless there’s something 
special about that target. Most of the time – though not always, 
even for ‘tasty’ – what’s special about the target is that we like 
it. Substantive aesthetic terms are those terms with a lot of con-
text-invariant descriptive content. Verdictive aesthetic terms are 
those terms with very little context-invariant descriptive content. 
This not only helps explain the distinction between the two, but 
makes clear that that distinction is a matter of degree, a suggestion 
with independent plausibility.

So the simple gradable adjective view has the resources 
to explain the difference between substantive and verdictive 
aesthetic terms. By accounting for our use of the most evalua-
tive seeming terms without writing evaluation directly into the 
semantics, it frees us from writing evaluation into the semantics 
of terms where it doesn’t seem to belong. The other hurdle in 
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looking beyond ‘tasty’ was that in the case of properly aesthetic 
adjectives, the existence of an experiencer parameter lacks the 
plausibility it has for predicates of personal taste. This worry is not 
just addressed, but rendered entirely moot on the view consid-
ered here. On this view, none of these terms have an experiencer 
parameter. Our disputes about taste and aesthetics do not reflect 
disagreements about how much an artwork appeals to this or that 
experiencer, or even negotiations of what the relevant experiencer 
should be.17 rather, by using terms like ‘tasty’, ‘beautiful’, and ‘ele-
gant’ in the context of metalinguistic negotiations, we express, 
first, our disagreements about which descriptive properties are 
most appropriately picked out by ‘tasty’, ‘beautiful’, or ‘elegant’ for 
purposes of those conversations. We do that because it serves as 
a means to align our tastes, to suss out differences and to sync up 
on our standards of tastiness, beauty, and elegance.

But why do we do that? Why do we align our tastes, and what 
considerations matter for our choices of where to align them? As I 
have emphasized throughout, that question has different answers 
in different contexts. Standards themselves can be subject to eval-
uation. But the background considerations underwriting our eval-
uation of standards are different in different circumstances. We 
can seek standards that correspond to those things we presently 
like or that we would like post-idealization. We can seek stand-
ards that correspond to the preferences of the most privileged 
or powerful members of our social group. We can seek standards 
corresponding to an object’s or a specific property of that object’s 
being deserving of esteem or, as noted, standards that are aligned 
with the aesthetic joints of the universe.18

17Contrast the view suggested in my ‘Aesthetic negotiation’.
18I emphasize this last possibility because it would be easy to assume that the type of view I 

advocate here is in tension with realist views in aesthetics, or that this type of view involves 
the claim that aesthetic debate is merely a matter of coordinating standards. Those assump-
tions are wrong. The view that aesthetic debate is in the first instance a matter of coordi-
nating standards (via metalinguistic negotiation) is consistent with nearly any philosophical 
view about aesthetic value, or about the ultimate goal of aesthetic debate, that you like. Only 
when a metaphysical view about aesthetic value unnecessarily stakes out claims about the 
semantics of aesthetic expressions – for example by demonstrating its realist bona fides 
by insisting on an invariantist semantics for aesthetic adjectives – will it come into conflict 
with the view I advocate here. Such a move is simply unnecessary, no matter how strongly 
realist one’s metaphysical commitments. See Plunkett (2015) for the distinction, within the 
practice of philosophy, between the ultimate aim of inquiry and the linguistic mechanisms by 
which inquiry is carried out. See also my own (2011) and (2016, forthcoming) for examples, 
within the domain of metaphysics, of how realist views in metaphysics can be combined 
with metalinguistic analyses of metaphysical debate.
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each of these various activities provides a sense in which we 
can do better or worse in our choice of standards. Which of them 
we’re engaged in depends on features of a discourse going beyond 
a two-line dialogue. And which of them make sense depends on 
questions that aestheticians and metaphysicians have not yet 
settled. But it’s a feature, not a bug, of this analysis that it is neu-
tral on these questions. Given what we’re up to when we argue 
about ‘tastiness,’ we’re likely to advocate for standards we take to 
correspond to the preferences of ourselves or some tightly cir-
cumscribed group. Given what we’re up when we argue about 
‘beauty,’ we’re likely to aim for standards that correspond to the 
preferences of more expansive groups or idealized individuals, or 
even to features of artworks and natural objects that have noth-
ing at all to do with the attitudes of people. We might even be 
right to do so. In all cases, the semantic story is the same. We’re 
negotiating standards. What varies is our reasons for coordinating 
our standards, and the considerations against which our choice of 
standards can be evaluated.

Issues in conceptual ethics can matter a lot and they can matter, 
frequently, in virtue of being closely tied to issues that are not in 
conceptual ethics. But which issues they’re tied to varies from con-
text to context and is not something we should expect or should 
want an accounting of from a semantic theory.

By serving as an immediate subject of debate, without requir-
ing a context-invariant or metaphysically well-worked-out ultimate 
subject of debate, conceptual ethics provides the intermediate 
layer, the wiggle room, necessary to unify our analysis of disagree-
ments involving the full range of taste and aesthetic predicates. In 
this way, attention to conceptual ethics and to the mechanism of 
metalinguistic negotiation in particular can make room for a view 
on which in our debates about tastiness, and beauty, and senti-
mentality, and even sharpness, we’re engaged in fundamentally 
the same kind of activity, though for reasons and with normative 
stakes that vary by domain and context.

That view might be wrong, but it has advantages that make it 
worth taking seriously. In accounting for the full range of aesthetic 
terms – substantive and verdictive, low pressure and high pressure 
– it calls for nothing over and above an off-the-shelf semantics 
for relative gradable adjectives and the independently motivated 
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notion of metalinguistic negotiation. By taking our disputes about 
taste and aesthetics to consist largely in negotiations of standards 
rather than debates about the truth of propositions, it provides a 
ready-made explanation for the fact that we can find ourselves 
deeply at odds without (necessarily) ascribing factual error. (A phe-
nomenon I take to be at the heart of the ‘faultless disagreement’ 
literature.) It makes our disputes about taste continuous with 
our disputes about aesthetic value and indeed with our disputes 
about a wide range of other matters, all while leaving room for 
variation as to whether those disputes reflect disagreement over 
objective matters of fact or difference in evaluative attitudes. quite 
generally, it has the philosophical/methodological advantage of 
decoupling questions about the semantics of these terms from 
related but independent metaphysical issues. To provide these 
benefits, a theory of the kind I describe here requires only that we 
accept a certain surprising conclusion. Semantically, there are no 
evaluative aesthetic terms.

Acknowledgements

Many thanks to Gunnar Björnsson, Alexi Burgess, Herman Cappelen, Andy 
egan, Stacie Friend, Shen-yi liao, Teresa Marques, louise Mcnally, Aaron 
Meskin, david Plunkett, Isidora Stojanovic, Pekka Väyrynen, and James 
young. Thanks also to audiences at the Arché Philosophical research 
Centre, university of lisbon, london Aesthetics Forum, northern Institute 
of Philosophy, dartmouth College, Stanford university, university of umeå, 
and the university of Victoria.

Disclosure statement

no potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

References

Austin, J. l. 1961. Philosophical Papers. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Barker, C. 2002. “The dynamics of Vagueness.” Linguistics and Philosophy 25: 

1–36.
Benbaji, y. 2009. “Parity, Intransitivity, and a Context-Sensitive degree Analysis 

of Gradability.” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 87 (2): 313–335.
Burgess, Alexis, and david Plunkett. 2013. “Conceptual ethics I.” Philosophy 

Compass 8 (12): 1091–1101.



26  T. Sundell

Glanzberg, M. 2007. “Context, Content, and relativism.” Philosophical Studies 
136 (1): 1–29.

Goodman, n. 1969. Languages of Art. london: Oxford university Press.
Hare, r. M. 1991. The Language of Morals. Oxford: Oxford university Press.
Kennedy, C. 2007. “Vagueness and Grammar: The Semantics of relative and 

Absolute Gradable Adjectives.” Linguistics and Philosophy 30 (1): 1–45.
Kennedy, C. 2013. “Two Sources of Subjectivity: qualitative Assessment and 

dimensional uncertainty.” Inquiry 56 (2–3): 258–277.
lopez, d. forthcoming. disputing Taste. In Semantics of Aesthetic Judgment, 

edited by J. young. Oxford: Oxford university Press.
MacFarlane, J. 2014. Assessment Sensitivity: Relative Truth and Its Applications. 

Oxford: Oxford university Press.
Mcnally, l., and I. Stojanovic. forthcoming. Aesthetic Adjectives. In Semantics 

of Aesthetic Judgment, edited by J. young. Oxford: Oxford university Press.
Plunkett, d. 2015. “Which Concepts Should We use: Metalinguistic negotiations 

and the Methodology of Philosophy.” Inquiry 58 (7–8): 828–874.
Plunkett, d., and T. Sundell. 2013. disagreement and the Semantics of 

normative and evaluative Terms. Philosophers’ Imprint 13/23.
railton, P. 1998. “Aesthetic Value, Moral Value, and the Ambitions of naturalism.” 

In Aesthetics and Ethics: Essays at the Intersection, edited by J. levinson, 
59–105. Cambridge: Cambridge university Press.

Sassoon, G. W. 2013. “A Typology of Multidimensional Adjectives.” Journal of 
Semantics 30 (3): 335–380.

Sibley, F. 1959. “Aesthetic Concepts.” The Philosophical Review 68: 421–450.
Sundell, T. 2011. “disagreements about Taste.” Philosophical Studies 155 (2): 

267–288.
Sundell, T. 2016. eligibility and Ideology in the Vat. In Putnam on Brains in a Vat, 

edited by S. Goldberg, 226–250. Cambridge: Cambridge university Press.
Sundell, T. forthcoming. Aesthetic negotiation. In Semantics of Aesthetic 

Judgment, edited by J. young. Oxford: Oxford university Press.
Väyrynen, P. 2014. The Lewd, the Rude, and the Nasty. Oxford: Oxford university 

Press.
Zangwill, n. 1995. “The Beautiful, the dainty and the dumpy.” The British 

Journal of Aesthetics 35 (4): 317–329.


	Abstract
	1. Predicates of personal taste and aesthetic adjectives
	2. Gradable adjectives, metalinguistic negotiation, and the coordination of standards
	3. Predicates of personal taste and the coordination of standards
	4. Coordination of properly aesthetic standards
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	References



