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Abstract: 
Non-primary qualities are ubiquitous and humanly 

quite important. This paper briefly argues that they can be 
best understood on a dispositional model (or, that they are 
what is nowadays called in literature “response-
dependent”), and offers a particular version of the model, 
the response-intentionalist one. It then discusses combina-
tions of non-primary qualities and argues that there is a 
layered structure of iterated response-dependence, under-
lying aesthetic and other interesting properties such as 
meaningfulness. 
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I. Introduction: non-primary qualities 

The official ontology of contemporary philosophy 

(and science) crucially includes physically defined, 

respectable and robust properties such as shape, size, 

momentum, etc., often called primary qualities.
1
 The 

world of everyday experience contains many qualities 

that do not seem to be ontologically equally respecta-

ble. Most conspicuous among these are the secondary 

qualities: colors and sounds, tastes and smells. There 

are others, sometimes called tertiary, like being pleas-

ant or unpleasant, embarrassing, boring or frightful. 

To this we add the aesthetic and value qualities, like 

being unified, beautiful or graceful. And, for good 

measure, the meaningfulness of events, courses of life 

and the like, together with its contrary, the absurd. 

                                                 
1
 Thanks go to K. Farkas, B. Kante, F. Klampfer, B, 

Borstneru, M. Reicher, D. Šuster. My biggest debt is to 
Mohan Matthen with whom I have been discussing color 
for several years; hopefully the discussion will go on. 

Together with colors, smells and sounds, the so-

called secondary qualities, these make up the “mani-

fest picture” of the world, in which, or at least with 

which, most of us usually live; they are the crucial 

humanly important properties in the world. Non-

primary qualities are ubiquitous, useful and are detect-

ed very early on at the evolutionary scale. Smell is one 

of the most primitive and earliest senses: the world of 

many primitive animals is, presumably, the world of 

smells. So, such qualities are detected at least as early 

as the primary ones. Non-primary qualities are central 

to ordinary life. Secondary qualities are clearly a case 

in point. But this is not all. The human world is the 

world of emotional and desiderative qualities. Things 

and situations appear as disgusting or thrilling, sad 

or funny, people appear as lovable or fascinating. 

Jon Elster notes that “with one exception, (i.e. “he-

donic satisfaction produced by the senses”—added 

by N.M.) all human satisfaction comes in the form 

of emotional experiences” (1996: 1386). This has 

been noted throughout the history of philosophy–

from Seneca through Spinoza, Schopenhauer and 

James to our contemporary colleagues–whether with 

approval or disapproval. In short, from practical, 

cognitive and semantic points of view non-primary 

qualities are on equal footing with the primary ones, 

although metaphysically they are not. What is their 

ontology? Where should we locate them in relation to 

primary qualities? 

The location question is extremely general, and 

the project of answering it extremely ambitious. From 

the times of Locke and Hume a project has developed 

of accounting for them in terms of the dispositions of 

physical things and events to act upon us. Some au-
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thors (C. Wright and D Wiggins, for instance, see the 

References) have formulated it clearly and in terms of 

present-day ontological debates. The view is usually 

called dispositionalism, and more recently response-

dependence view. Both authors just mentioned have 

been arguing for a very extended use of response-

dependence, and I endorse this line as well: most 

humanly important properties, emotional, aesthetic, 

moral and the meaningfulness-related ones, are re-

sponse-dependent, I would claim. In any case, we 

should strive for a unitary account of problematic 

properties; and if one is for response-dependence in 

one area, it is reasonable to be on the same side for 

other, at least prima facie.  

So, in this paper I want to do two things. First, 

taking color as my basic example, sketch my own 

version of response-dependence view, the version 

which I will call response-intentionalism, RI-for 

short,. My second project is a bit more complicated. I 

want to show that it is useful for the general ontolog-

ical project not just to admit many areas of response-

dependence, but to point to the possibility, and hope-

fully even to the fact that they combine in some of 

the areas. Take the simple (and for myself a worri-

some) example: that of chocolate being pleasant 

because sweet. Pleasantness is not rooted directly in 

physical properties, say molecular structure. It su-

pervenes upon sweetness, which is itself rooted 

more directly in physical properties of chocolate, 

and of course, in properties of our sense of taste. 

Mine is overdoing its work, I am a true chocolate 

addict, all this because of iterated response-

dependent properties of my favorite chocolate. Take 

next emotional properties. Some of them seem to 

depend on ordinary secondary qualities (a dark, 

smelly room that feels oppressive), some on other 

emotional properties, like, for instance being a lova-

ble pet might depend on being “sweet” (in the emo-

tional sense) and endearing. More dramatically, a 

life can be meaningful (partly) in virtue of respond-

ing to some important emotional properties of the 

surrounding niche the person living the life is inhab-

iting. If you are constantly facing depressing, awful 

and cruel events-and-doings, it might be meaningful 

to you to rebel and live a risky life of an engaged 

political activist, even if it very dangerous for you 

(apparently, this was the choice of the whole genera-

tion of young Bulgarian intellectuals around Levsky, 

a century and half ago.) I have chosen for this occa-

sion to illustrate the general idea using aesthetic 

properties as my example, and putting forward the 

idea of iterated response-dependence as the general 

form of combination of response-dependent proper-

ties.  

In brief, in section Two I briefly summarize the 

idea of RI, and then I apply it to the topic of color. 

Section three discusses aesthetic qualities factual 

and evaluative, and introduces the idea of iterated 

response-dependence. It ends with a very brief pro-

posal of generalizing RI further to moral properties 

and to meaningfulness and its opposite, absurdity.  

 

 

II. The world of color 

Colors present themselves to the naive observer 

as simple properties of objects. Once we unpack our 

intuitions about them, colors seem to display curious 

features: they seem to be tied to vision internally, in 

the sense that the only criterion determining what 

color an item has is the way the item looks. Orange is 

the color of the fruit, not of experience. The way col-

ors present themselves suggests they are objective, the 

internal link with appearances suggests they are not 

completely so. Philosophers have then turned to sci-

ence for the resolution of the tension. 

Many of them take into account the fact that the 

commonsensical notion of color is different from the 

scientific one: on the commonsensical line the fruit not 

only looks simply-and-manifestly orange, but the col-

or presented is seen as the color of the object. Neither 

dispositions nor reflectances are literally seen as such: 

the surface of the orange does not look like disposi-

tion, nor do various orange surfaces exhibit the actual 

dramatic differences in reflectance profiles to the na-

ked eye. Science tells us that one can explain color 

phenomena without postulating intrinsic color in ob-

jects, over and above their physical properties, and this 

much was almost certain at the time of Newton. 

Moreover, recent science informs us that the crucial 

features of color perception are to be explained by 

appeal to the internal organization of the perceiving 

apparatus: color categories (dividing the continuous 

physical range into discontinuous segments), and color 

opponency (contrasting red to green and blue to yel-

low) are literally artifacts of our perceptual and con-

ceptual make-up. The best physiological theory avail-

able (Hurvich's) suggests that color can hardly be 

identified with the surface reflectance, since many 

combinations of reflected light yield the same color. A 

large number of surfaces with different reflectance 
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properties can therefore be indistinguishable in color 

appearance. Any two such surfaces are called 

"metameres" of each other, and their 

indistinguishability as to color is called "metameric 

matching". Although the phenomenon of color con-

stancy grants some measure of objectivity, it is by 

itself too weak to counterbalance the contrary evi-

dence. Finally, recent comparative research has un-

covered a wealth of variation in animal perception of 

color, including possibly novel colors and unusual 

partitions of color space. It suggests that we might 

have to relativize color to particular animal kinds. The 

evidence seems to point in the following direction: 

faced with the opposing pulls of the naive view, one 

should weaken the assumption that color is completely 

objective, sacrifice the assumption that it is a categori-

cal property and retain the assumption that it is inter-

nally tied to perception. This suggests a relational 

view, best captured by the response-dispositional 

analysis. My sensory states of being appeared to redly 

in front of a ripe tomato manifests the disposition of 

the tomato's surface to induce such experience in the 

normal viewer. A measure of falsity is ascribed there-

by to the naive view: we do not see colors as disposi-

tions, but this is not unusual, since other clearly rela-

tional properties (like being sexy) are not experienced 

as dispositional. Many problems remain, e.g. how to 

characterize the internal component ("looks red") 

without circularity and without introducing two kinds 

of color, one categorical for experiential states, and 

one dispositional for objects. 

In contrast to full intentionalism I don’t propose 

to reduce the events on the subjective side to the way 

of seeing the surface. I stay with an experiential da-

tum: the property of uniform, manifest color, that ob-

jects probably don't have. The orangeness is experi-

enced as transparently on the surface but, such mani-

fest orangeness is not really there. The datum is both 

obvious and robust. It crucially distinguishes the expe-

rience of color from the experience of pain-causing 

devices. Locke’s mana (a laxative inducing stomach 

pain), a device that produces pain in the thumb, say a 

thumbscrew, or an imaginary pain-producing surface, 

like those in Wittgenstein’s thought experiment are, or 

would be, experienced in quite different ways.
2
 A 

                                                 
2
 Kati Farkas has usefully pointed to her theory about how 

we objectify experienced properties and how pain can 
become an external perceptual experience, offered in her 
“Constructing a World for the Senses”, to appear in a 
volume edited by Uriah Kriegel. 

victim’s perceptual apparatus does not ascribe to those 

a phenomenal property corresponding to their pain-

producing power.  

What about qualia? Qualia might accompany the 

intentional experience, but they don’t enter the 

“orangeness” of the surface. The viewer does not ex-

perience additional “subjective qualities” of the sur-

face.  

Now, as against the “simple view of color”, sci-

ence tells us that there is no manifest phenomenal 

orange on the surface, just reflectances. So here is a 

kind of Master argument for Response-

intentionalism (RI):  

1. Full phenomenal orange is being inten-

tionally experienced as being on the sur-

face of the fruit.  

(A transparency datum)  

2. Full phenomenal orange is not on the 

surface of the fruit. (From science)  

3. Full phenomenal orange is not a proper-

ty of subjective state (From Transparency).  

Therefore (by principles of charity and by 

inference to the best explanation),  

 RI: Being Orange in a fully objective (sci-

entific) sense is being such as to cause the 

response of intentionally experiencing 

phenomenal orange in normal observers 

under normal circumstances. (Miscevic, 

2004)
3
  

 

Next comes the definition of response-

dependence. I propose the following work-

ing definition.4 Starting from the standard 

idea of disposition: 

                                                 
3
 I am being very brief here. For the discussion with full-

scale color realists see my “Response-dependence without 
tears”, and with Mohan Matthen’s ecological realism my 
paper in Croatian Journal (in press), both available also at 
academia.edu. 
4
 I am following Mark Johnston while replacing his 

concept-talk with property talk Mark Johnston defines 
response-dependent concepts in two steps. First, and most 
importantly comes response-dispositionality. Start from 
the standard idea of disposition:  
The concept F is a dispositional concept just in case there 
is an identity of the form  
The concept F = the concept of the disposition to produce 
R in S under C,  
where R is the manifestation of the disposition, S is the 
locus of the manifestation and C is the condition of 
manifestation. (Johnston: 1993, 103). 
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The property F is a dispositional concept 

just in case there is an identity of the form 

The property F = the disposition to pro-

duce R in S under C, 

where R is the manifestation of the dispo-

sition, S is the locus of the manifestation 

and C is the condition of manifestation.  

Now, for response dispositionality consider disposi-

tions of subjects - loci of disposition to give re-

sponse R that essentially involves some mental pro-

cess, all this under specified circumstances. The twin 

concepts of the relevant dispositions in subjects (to 

issue R) and in the object (to prompt R) are then 

narrowly response-dependent concepts. To put it as 

principle, it is necessary for F being a narrowly re-

sponse-dependent property that the following Basic 

Equation holds: 

x is F iff X tends to elicit such-and-such re-

action from such-and-such persons under 

specified circumstances.  

And of course, the Equation is to be read from right to 

left: x is F in virtue of eliciting a certain response (call 

this, with C. Wright, the right order of determination).
5
 

Second, a property is a response-dependent one in a 

wide sense if it is either response-dependent or a com-

bination of properties with at least one non-redundant 

narrowly response-dependent component.  

The responses are the paint with which the manifest 

picture is painted. The picture makes manifest that the 

surface is colored, and that the dog is frightful, and not 

the exact nature of color or frightfulness. This modest 

sense of “manifest” is rather ordinary. “It was manifest 

to everybody that Helen was worried” entails that 

Helen’s worry was manifest; but very little about wor-

ries can be known by their mere manifestation. The 

notion of response-dependence offers a general 

framework for answering the question: what is the 

place of various interesting qualities within the natu-

ral world? What unifies various orange-looking sur-

faces is that they cause the experience. We should then 

perform an inference to the best (causal) explanation: 

stress the source of unity, the causal power or disposi-

tion. Why not stress relationalism? The term points to 

the form while, in contrast, “RI” points to the content: 

what unifies different kinds of orange surfaces (see 

also the paper of Kristina Pucko in the same issue). On 

                                                 
5
 This is inspired by Blackburn’s nicely general formu-

lation from his (1993: 260). 

the other hand, there is the principle of charity: ascribe 

to commonsense the maximal amount of truth possi-

ble. We deploy both. What follows is: 

RI: Being orange in the scientific sense is 

being such as to cause in normal observers 

under normal circumstances the response of 

experiencing intentionally  

Similar views have been proposed in terms of color 

looks, Peacocke’s red (see References), as well as 

Crane's characterization (Crane, 2001, section 43; this 

has influenced my RI a lot). Janet Levin talks about s 

disposition to look blue (2000: 151), and B. Maund (in 

press) proposes the following further option for the 

dispositionalist to adopt:  

 

 (1B) X is blue = X is disposed to have a cer-

tain type of look (the look of something blue) 

for normal perceivers, in standard conditions. 

(in press, ms p:13)  

 

Brian McLaughlin has asked me in a discussion 

in Graz how eliminativist my view is. Well, it is not 

really eliminativist. The simple manifest 

(commonsical) color is only projected by our inten-

tional experience, but the color-in-objects is there as 

disposition/causal power. Leopold Stubenberg has 

asked: Where is color, then? The simple, manifest 

color is nowhere in reality; it is merely intentional, but 

color-in-objects is in the objects.  

What about concepts of such qualities? We, the 

theoreticians, should introduce a response-dependent 

concept (or re-interpret an existing concept as re-

sponse-dependent) only if we cannot identify a suita-

ble categorial basis, or if we think there are principled 

reasons that prevent the thinker from referring to them. 

The attribution thus has a certain deflationary taste. A 

further distinction is needed at this juncture. Some 

response-dispositional concepts, like for instance sexy, 

wear their response-dispositional character on their 

sleeve: these might come to appear as such even to a 

naive thinker on sufficient reflection. For such a con-

cept the test involves an appeal to counterfactual situa-

tions: given the thinker's cognitive, perceptual and 

emotional apparatus, how would she react to changed 

circumstances? Would she call a person sexy if he had 

completely different categorical properties, but her 

dispositions to react were suitably adapted to the new 

properties, so that her primary response remained the 

same? If yes, the concept and the corresponding prop-
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erty are response-dependent. Other concepts and prop-

erties, such as the naïve concept red, do not contain an 

appeal to a subject’s response, but stand for a property 

that involves such a response. (Notoriously, a naive 

thinker sees colors as simple properties of material 

bodies.) In these cases, we should put metaphysics 

first and count the concept as response-dependent if it 

stands for a mind-involving quality. We have to be 

generous in this way, since many central response-

dependent concepts only refer to dispositional proper-

ties but do not present their referents as being disposi-

tional. 

Non-primary qualities are ubiquitous, useful and 

are detected very early at the evolutionary scale. Smell 

is one of the most primitive and earliest senses: the 

world of many primitive animals is, presumably, the 

world of smells. So, such qualities are detected at least 

as early as the primary ones. Non-primary qualities 

are central to ordinary life. Secondary qualities are 

clearly a case in point. But this is not all. The human 

world is a world of emotional and desiderative quali-

ties. Things and situations appear as disgusting or 

thrilling, sad or funny, people appear as lovable or 

fascinating. Jon Elster notes that “with one excep-

tion, (i.e. “hedonic satisfaction produced by the 

senses”—added by N.M.) all human satisfaction 

comes in the form of emotional experiences” (1996: 

1386). This has been noted throughout the history of 

philosophy–from Seneca through Spinoza, Schopen-

hauer and James to our contemporary colleagues–

whether with approval or disapproval. In short, from 

practical, cognitive and semantic points of view non-

primary qualities are on equal footing with the prima-

ry ones, although metaphysically they are not.  

This is the generalized Lockean compromise, a 

dispositional account of the qualities in question. Ac-

cording to it, they are dispositions of things and situa-

tions such as to evoke certain responses in normal 

cognizers under specified circumstances. An obvious 

case of response-dispositional property is the property 

of being sexy: it is the property sexually to appeal to 

certain persons under normal circumstances. The dis-

positional account assimilates all secondary and ter-

tiary qualities to properties like being sexy. For in-

stance, to be a third octave C-sound is to be an ar-

rangement of sound-waves capable of eliciting an 

experience (as) of hearing C of the third octave in 

normal listeners. To be a sad situation is to be dis-

posed to appear sad to normal people under normal 

circumstances, i.e. to make them feel sad when con-

fronted with it. This account has been famously pro-

posed by Locke for secondary qualities, developed by 

a long series of his interpreters and followers, extend-

ed to emotional qualities and values by Hume, and 

further generalized in our time. The account presents 

both kinds of qualities as mind/brain–involving, 

though not as outright projection of mental states upon 

physical reality. I have already borrowed Mark John-

ston's labels "response–dispositional" and "response-

dependent" for such properties as being red.
6
 Here, I 

am adding the RI specification for the subjective side 

of the response. 

 

 

III. Generalizing the picture – emotional 

and aesthetic properties 

 

a. Introduction 

We pass now to emotional properties. Picture a 

situation featuring a large salivating dog in front of 

one (to use an example from Mulligan (1998; see 

also his 2011), which prompts its owner to run away. 

Being frightful is an emotional-desiderative quality, 

being pleasant a “hedonic” one; both are sometimes 

described as tertiary qualities. Scientists know less 

about emotional properties than about colors, but the 

former are judged to be at least as subjective, if not 

more, than the later. Most theories acknowledge and 

stress the existence of a bodily element in emotions, 

from simple arousal to more complex reactions, and 

speculate that it is then being linked to situations evok-

ing the emotion. What is the point of this linkage? 

Cognitivistic theories proposed by psychologists 

(Johnson-Laird and Oatly: 1988) and philosophers (de 

Sousa:1991, for a recent collection see Bagnoli 2011.) 

propose that emotions are signals from the motiva-

tional sub-system to the cognitive one that establish 

"patterns of salience". A sophisticated version pro-

posed by A. Damasio in his interesting and readable 

book (1994) concentrates upon the bodily feeling, a 

"perception"–as he puts it–of the bodily state and upon 

its role in "emotionally coloring" actual or prospective 

                                                 
6 For a recent collection on color see Cohen, J. & Matthen, 
M, (Eds.) (2010), and the volume 36 of Croatian Journal of 
Philosophy, dedicated to color. F or a classical, readable 
and authoritative account of the primary/secondary 
distinction see Mackie (1976). For a dispositional analysis 
of secondary and tertiary qualities see McGinn, C., (1983), 
Peacocke, C. (1984) and Mark Johnston, in his earlier 
writings (1991), (1992), (1993). For a recent collection see 
Nolan (2011). 
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situations. An actual emotionally significant situation–

say, having to admit to one's wife that one has lied to 

her–becomes accompanied by an unpleasant visceral 

feeling. The feeling–the somatic component of embar-

rassment–is then attached to the representation of the 

situation, thus becoming a "somatic marker" of the 

situation-type: the situation is experienced as 

embarrassinge, where the subscript “e”, like in the 

case of color, refers to experienced embarrassing 

quality of the situation itself. In Damasio's view, 

nature has taught us to represent the outside world 

with the help of "modifications it provokes in our 

body". Damasio marshals an impressive amount of 

neurological evidence to substantiate his theory of 

somatic markers. He details in his book the neural 

mechanism of the hypothesized production of so-

matic markers. The marker accompanies the repre-

sentation, and plays a crucial role in future delibera-

tions: the next time one considers a course of action 

involving lying to one's wife, the marker–the feel-

ing–signals the danger and warns the agent that the 

prospective outcome is to be avoided. The marker is 

an automatic device of evaluation, that makes the 

agent view the situation as embarrassing. The same 

holds for, say, sadness. We can reiterate our argu-

ment-scheme for the RI-view. 

A transparency datum: Sadnesse is being 

intentionally experienced (felt ) as being a 

property of an action, or state of affairs.  

Of course, most response-dependent properties 

don't wear their character on their sleeves. Color 

looks objective since our faculties are blind to the 

order of determination. The same holds for aesthetic 

properties. The ecstatic character or sadness of a 

musical phrase is equally perceived as non-

subjective. Barbarina's famous air "Non la trovo" 

(from Mozart's Figaro) paints her sadness for our 

ears, not the sadness of our heart. This blindness to 

the order of determination is the deep explanation 

for the naturalness of our feeling of such tertiary 

qualities. 

Sadnesse is not an experiencer-independent 

property of action, or state of affairs. 

(From psychology, e.g. from Damasio’s 

account just sketched) 

Sadnesse is not a property of subjective 

state (From Transparency).  

Therefore (by principles of charity and by 

inference to the best explanation)  

Being sad in an objective sense is being 

such as to cause the response of feeling 

sadness in normal observers under normal 

circumstances. (Response-intentionalism)  

But now we have to pass to art and aesthetic 

qualities, to go from sad events to sad pictures, like 

the Avignon Pietá, representing the entombment of 

Christ. It has interesting colors, it is sad and it is 

beautiful. How do response-dependent qualities 

combine here? 

 

b. Factual aesthetic properties and iterated re-

sponse-dependence 

Here is the idea to be proposed (leaving the de-

tailed defense for another occasion): aesthetic and 

value properties are response-dependent. The de-

pendence has a rich structure the essentials of which 

can be captured roughly in the following way: value 

qualities (e.g. beauty) depend on our response to 

aesthetic properties (e.g. unified, magnificent), 

which in turn depend on our response to a pattern of 

primary and secondary qualities (shapes and colors). 

Secondary qualities are themselves response-

dependent. The basic dependence relation is thus 

iterated, and the structure is one of iterated response-

dependence.  

As an illustration consider the Avignon Pietá, 

representing the entombment of Christ. It is a 

mournful work, expressing the sadness of the event. 

I see it as itself being intensely sad. On the side of 

form and composition, it seems to be unified by a 

triangular composition (with the head of the mourn-

ing Virgin at its apex) with stress placed on the hori-

zontal line, uniting Christ’s body with the heads of 

the mourners. Many viewers find it exquisitely beau-

tiful. 

Now the epithets in italics seem to stand for 

properties (in a large sense), that have to do with art 

and aesthetics. Following a tradition (and the work 

of Hermeren), I shall divide them into two groups. In 

the first group there is mournful, intensely sad and 

unified. All three are basically descriptive. Call these 

and similar properties “factual aesthetic properties” 

In the second group is the (artistic) value property 

exquisitely beautiful. I shall say more on this in the 

next section. 

I shall assume, with the tradition, that both fac-

tual aesthetic properties and the value properties 

depend on our response; something is mournful be-

cause it looks to a normal and knowledgeable ob-
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server as expressing sadness, something is beautiful 

because it pleases in a certain way a normal, sensi-

tive and knowledgeable observer. Let me start with a 

sketch of an argument for a RI view of beauty.  

1.  Beauty (phenomenal) is being intentionally 

experienced (visaged) as being a property of 

the picture. (A transparency datum)  

2. Beauty is not a viewer-independent property 

of the picture. (From science)  

3. Beauty is not a property of subjective state. 

(From Transparency)  

Therefore (by principles of charity and by infer-

ence to the best explanation)  

C. Being Beautiful in an objective sense is 

being such as to cause the response of 

visaging phenomenal beauty in normal ob-

servers under normal circumstances. 

A lot more needs to be said here, but I want to 

propose A Big Picture, so I apologize for brevity and 

for being programmatic (I realize “programmatic” is 

a slur these days, since I have been working on 

slurs). So let us return now to the Avignon Pietá, a 

mournful and intensely sad work. Some authors 

would classify these two properties as aesthetic, for 

instance see Hermerén, in his (1988). To emotional 

and affective properties (e.g. being saddening, fun-

ny, moving) he adds gestalt ones: unified, disor-

ganized, integrated, and what he calls behavioral 

ones: vigorous, nervous. I shall follow him in this. 

What makes all of these aesthetic qualities is that 

they are phenomenal and they give reasons for as-

cribing value properties.
7
 He also claims that aes-

thetic qualities are like secondary ones. I will take 

this to mean “being response-dependent”. Finally, he 

claims that they also supervene on secondary ones. 

This is in my view only partly correct: aesthetic 

qualities supervene on secondary ones plus other 

items, above all states of the normal observer.  

Other authors reserve the term “aesthetic” for 

properties that are value-laden. We might take as 

examples “elegant”, “beautiful” “original” and the 

like. I shall take a line of compromise, and count 

both groups as “aesthetic”. But let me distinguish the 

clear value properties (having to do with aesthet-

ic/artistic value), like “beautiful” from factual aes-

                                                 
7 The view has its problems: if “phenomenal” means 
“immediately perceivable”, there is a problem of inferred 
(and/or culture-bound) aesthetic qualities. 

thetic properties like unified, disorganized, vigorous, 

nervous, sad, which concern the way a work is in 

fact, and not its value. (Although they ground its 

value properties: for instance, a picture is good, has 

a value property, because it is expressive and well 

organized, i.e. has the two factual aesthetic proper-

ties). In this section the later shall be briefly dis-

cussed. 

So why is the Avignon Pietá sad? Partly because 

of the event depicted, partly because of somber col-

ors that dominate it; these colors are intensified by 

the whiteness of the leftmost onlooker’s habit. So 

the pattern of primary and secondary qualities it 

exemplifies grounds the aesthetic qualities (mournful 

and intensely sad). But the secondary qualities, here 

colors, are themselves narrowly response-dependent, 

so the pattern itself contains essentially narrowly 

response-dependent properties and is therefore itself 

response-dependent (in a wide sense). The tertiary 

quality theoreticians (prominently Hermerén, Thesis 

Six, in 1988, p. 270) claim are aesthetic qualities are 

generally dependent upon secondary ones. The de-

pendence has not been made very clear in the litera-

ture. It seems that the response-dependent pattern of 

shapes and colors normally causes the impression of 

sadness and mournfulness in the observer, and that 

this makes the painting into a sad and mournful one.  

Of course, not all qualities usually taken to be 

aesthetic are response-dependent. Being ingenious is 

probably an aesthetic property of some works (e.g. 

Beethoven's Grosse Fuge might be thought to be 

ingenious in blending Bach-style counterpoint with 

classical and romantic harmony). But it is not re-

sponse-dependent; it points rather to requirements of 

ingeniousness that the problem to be solved, say 

combining Bach with classicism, makes upon the 

author. 

Consider again Pietá and the sadness expressed. 

It is to a large extent a matter of our affective re-

sponse to the pattern presented. The pattern is itself 

response-dependent and is the ground of a further 

response (impression of sadness) which makes the 

picture into a sad work. In such cases the depend-

ence on response is thus twofold: first, pattern of 

colors itself depends upon one’s perceptual re-

sponse, and the sadness depends on one’s further, 

emotional response to the pattern of colors. The 

response-dependence is iterated. The pattern of de-

pendence is easily diagrammed as follows:  
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sadness 

 

    emotional system 

color (etc. )                                             response 2  

   (emotional) 

 

        visual system 

micro-physical         response 1 

properties               (perceptual) 

 
Remember that in regards to composition, Pieta 

seems to be unified. The impression it gives is as of 

a unitary, solid object whose parts belong and move 

together. The impression is a response. It derives 

from the pattern of colors and shapes; I have specu-

lated that it is due to the triangular composition and 

a stress on the horizontal line. Again, we have a 

response (this time a Gestalt-response, to use 

Hermerén’s phrase) to a pattern which is itself de-

pendent on a (perceptual) response. Here is a musi-

cal example. A critic describes "the slow, raising 

ecstatic phrase" of the fourth meditation of 

Messiaen's Ascension (Perier, A. (1979), p. 31). The 

phrase is presumably ecstatic (expressing ecstatic 

feeling) partly in virtue of being slow and ascending 

(in particular, perceivable and normally perceived as 

slow and ascending, not just containing a series of 

sounds of long duration and ever higher pitch). Ec-

static is thus a property that the musical meditation 

has partly in virtue of our response to the more 

basic, but equally response-dependent properties of 

its sound series.  

There is nothing particularly mysterious about 

iterated response-dependence. It is present already in 

very primitive cases. Having a particular smell, say 

patchouli, is an olfactory response-dependent prop-

erty. Now, the smell's being pleasant is a further 

response-dependent property, grounded in the he-

donic response to the original response-dependent 

property. Call the smell first level, and its pleasant-

ness second level response-dependent property. 

 

1
st
  

level 

smell dependent on olfactory re-

sponse 

2
nd

 

level 

pleas-

antness 

of smell 

dependent on hedonic response 

to the olfactory property 

 

Applying the same terminology, it seems that 

aesthetic properties are also second level response-

dependent properties. 

 

1
st
  

level 

colors and 

their patterns 

dependent on perceptual 

response 

2
nd

 

level 

sadness of the 

picture, 

its being 

unified  

dependent respectively on 

affective  

and Gestalt responses to 

the perceptual property 

 

Some action properties might exhibit the same 

pattern. A freedom fighter submits himself to police 

torture in order to save innocent villagers. Submit-

ting oneself to torture is a painful thing to do (first-

level response-dependence). And the gesture is 

brave to a large extent because of the painfulness 

(possible, braveness is a response-dependent proper-

ty depending on whether we judge an action as 

brave). If braveness is a response-dependent proper-

ty it is thus an iterated one. 

 

c. Aesthetic value properties, narrow and wide 

Let us now pass to the value properties, like be-

ing exquisitely beautiful, elegant, masterly, original, 

and the like. An air's being beautiful often depends 

on sound properties of its melody line (first order 

response-dependent properties), but often also on 

basic aesthetic qualities, like being unified and or-

ganized (response-dependent properties of second 

level). Many authors, from Beardsley onwards, ar-

gue that value properties (or value judgments) derive 

from aesthetic properties. Hermeren, for one, states 

that aesthetic properties of a work give one reasons 

to ascribe value properties to it. Thus value proper-

ties seem to depend, to a large extent, on response-

dependent properties, of both first and second levels  

A response-dependence theorist will go on and 

claim that value properties are themselves response-

dependent. Let me take the lead from ethical debate 

in which response-dependence has been discussed 

more thoroughly. The main idea is that value is con-

stitutively dependent on an evaluators' responses or 

dispositions to respond (for an extended discussion 

see Brower, (1993) p. 222). David Lewis, for exam-

ple, proposes the following general schema: 

(L) x is a value iff we would be disposed to 

value x under conditions of the fullest im-
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aginative acquaintance with x (D. Lewis 

(1989), p. 113).
8
 

The proposal seems to work for artistic value. 

Let us take it then as our starting point. 

The next step is to inquire about iterated re-

sponse-dependence. If our disposition to value x is 

itself due to x's response-dependent properties of 

first and second level (e.g. if we value Avignon Pieta 

for its being harmonious, unified and intensely sad), 

then the dependence of artistic value is of level 

three. Given that aesthetic properties are mostly 

response-dependent of level two, and that value 

properties depend on our response to factual aesthet-

ic properties, the value properties will often be thus 

response-dependent properties of third level. 

Here is probably the simplest pattern of value-

detecting. An organized and unified Gestalt is being 

perceived at the first level. Such mere unified Ge-

stalt is sometimes sufficient to produce an aesthetic 

response: 

 

beauty 

 

  valuational “module” 

gestalt            response 2  

                  (esthetic evaluative) 

 

         visual system 

structural                 response 1 

properties          (perceptual) 

 

Many value properties seem thus to depend on 

either perceptually primitive properties like Gestalt 

ones or on narrow factual aesthetic properties. The 

exquisiteness of a drawing is a case in point, having 

to do with aesthetic properties of shape and texture 

of the work (like being detailed, agitated, and the 

like). But not all value properties are so dependent. 

For example, a work is original if it is conspicuously 

different from earlier works, in the right direction, of 

course. Originality and independence thus crucially 

involve an external negative relation to earlier au-

thors and works, in addition to (some amount of) 

                                                 
8
 Lewis's further proposal is the following: "I say that to 

be valued by us means to be that which we desire to 
desire." (D. Lewis ( 1989), "The dispositional theories of 
value", Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Suppl. 
volume, LXII, p.116). This does not seem to fit artistic 
value.
 

narrow value qualities. The narrow value qualities 

make for response-dependent character of originali-

ty, the external relation of being different from pre-

decessors makes for its being response-dependent 

only in a wide sense: it is a complex property that 

involves response-dependent (value) and non-

dependent components(like being different from 

predecessors). So, some value qualities, like exquis-

iteness and elegance, are narrowly response-

dependent, while others, like originality and inde-

pendence, are response-dependent only in a wide 

sense.  

In more sophisticated cases the hierarchy of it-

erated response-dependence is more complicated. 

Take the sadness of Pieta which contributes to its 

expressiveness, and expressiveness which contrib-

utes to its beauty and consider four layers of re-

sponses. 

 

beauty 

 

expressive-                  response 4 (valuational) 

ness (etc.) 

 

sadness                 response 3 (factual aesthetic) 

     

color (etc. )                 response 2 (emotional) 

 

micro-physical             response 1 (perceptual) 

properties 

 

Iterated response-dependence accounts for the 

complex and layered structure of our responses, and 

gives some idea of how to think of the richness and 

complexity of the manifest world, in this case the 

“world” of aesthetic and artistic qualities. It is seen 

as depending on several layers of both properties 

and responses, some more basic, some derived and 

dependent.  

Given the structure sketched above, one can 

surmise that artistic learning and the development of 

sensibility might follow the same pattern. We can 

now make a further step, and consider the kinemat-

ics of response-dependence. Philosophers have no-

ticed the interplay between our perceptions and re-

sponses. Wiggins, for example, writes: 

Finer perceptions can both intensify and 

refine responses. Intenser responses can 

further heighten and refine perceptions (..). 

When this point is reached, a system of an-
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thropocentric properties and human re-

sponses has surely taken on a life of its 

own. Civilization has begun (Wiggins, 

1987:196). 

Consider first what might happen in a primitive 

interplay between various aspects and levels of re-

sponse-dependence. One can conjecture that the 

most primitive responses are the basic perceptual 

responses that make for secondary qualities: smell 

first, then color. These first-level properties are ob-

jectified, taken by the cognitive apparatus to charac-

terize the object perceived. Primitive affective re-

sponses are then attached to them: some smells trig-

ger sexual responses, other trigger fear. Some primi-

tive second-level response-dependent properties 

(being fearful) thus come into being. At each itera-

tion the lower level property is taken for granted, 

and a response to it is being built. Thus a new, high-

er level response-dependent property is born. A 

primitive kind of interplay between perception and 

response can then take place across levels. If an or-

ganism-kind's reaction is tuned to a property of be-

ing fearful, whose basis is detected by smell (say of 

predators), it will probably learn to discriminate 

between relevant olfactory properties. And it will 

perhaps learn to adjust its level of fear-response to 

the nuances of the smell perceived. The sensitivity to 

the second level property (fearfulness) goes hand in 

hand with the sensitivity to the first level one (such-

and-such smell).  

Consider now a more refined interaction, say 

between learning to perceive features of a picture 

and coming to respond to them with a proper appre-

ciation. Such interaction seems to be essential for 

aesthetic sensibility (and probably also for a moral 

one). But notice that in order to explain complex 

phenomena of aesthetic experience this interaction 

needs to be supplemented by an inter-level interac-

tion. Here is a very simplified and anecdotal illustra-

tion.  

For some reason I became one day interested in 

and sensitive to the nervousness of someone's (say, 

Schiele's) paintings which is a factual aesthetic, se-

cond-level property. (If you need a story, suppose I 

have been leading a quiet life and enjoying quiet, 

classical and balanced paintings. Then my life enters 

a somewhat tempestuous and erratic phase, which 

leads me to became sensitive to less quiet and bal-

anced potentialities of human feeling.) This will lead 

me to focus my attention to the details of the organi-

zation of lines, to color contrasts and similar second-

ary properties (first-level response-dependent prop-

erties of the painting). The bold arrow shows this 

new, top-down directed influence. 

 

nervousness   evaluative aesthetic response 

 

organization 

of lines,color    factual aesthetic response  

contrast 

 

Once I have become thoroughly acquainted with 

these, the familiarity might lead me better to appre-

ciate the variation in the degree and kind of nerv-

ousness expressed in various pictures of my target 

painter. This might then change my aesthetic evalua-

tion of nervousness. 

Similarly, in musical education it is a common-

place to start with "programmatic" music, or to tie a 

given piece of music to an author's biography. Once 

the novice has learned to recognize emotion in a 

programmatic piece of music, she can progress to 

recognizing it elsewhere, which is a development in 

responses. At the same time, with some luck, she 

will become more sensitive to purely perceptual, 

structural features of music. Second level change 

thus leads to first level improvement. (Things are 

more complicated for philosophy teachers or stu-

dents who cannot resist mixing theory with listening. 

I vividly remember that many years ago I was listen-

ing to soprano and alto parties of Bach's Saint John 

Passion, after having immersed myself in psychoan-

alytic literature and seminars. I was quite confident 

of detecting hysteria in those parties. And at that 

time the "discourse of the hysterical" was a highly 

valued item which made me listen more and more to 

the Passion. But this response to affective features 

then lead me to recognize purely musical modula-

tions I would never have paid attention to. Morals: 

bad theory can lead to improved listening!) 

We have set aside a very important set of issues, 

namely those that relate aesthetic experience to fac-

tors of history. On this much larger scale, changes in 

dominant artistic value (third level) can focus one's 

attention to different aesthetic properties (second 

level). Avignon Pietá would not have been accepted 

in the early Middle Ages, partly because the domi-

nant goal of religious painting was to induce awe 

and respect. Properties like being majestic and awe-

some were in the forefront, and both perception of 
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them and response to them were being exploited, 

developed and refined. The change of goal in the 

high Middle Ages brought compassion into the fore-

front and Christ crucified and mourned replaced 

Christ the Judge. Thus was born the mournful gothic 

genre of Pieta. Much more has to be said about his-

tory and culture, but it is a task for another occasion. 

Let me conclude this section by mentioning two 

implications of the foregoing. The interaction of 

levels might be an important feature of “proper up-

bringing” which makes one properly sensitive to 

aesthetic values (or moral ones), thus making one’s 

“second nature” into one of an art lover (or of a 

moral person). We may now begin to understand the 

complexity of the phenomena. All the fine discrimi-

nations that a properly brought up person is capable 

of performing are intertwined with her rich and nu-

anced repertoire of responses. The two might be-

come, and often do become, welded together so that 

particular components are hardly distinguishable and 

recognizable. This produces the impression that 

“second nature” not only resists analysis, but has to 

be considered as a primitive, rock-bottom phenome-

non.  

A related explanatory job that iterated response-

dependence might do is to (begin to) explain the way 

“thick” value-concepts function. Take the concept 

“elegant”. It is both descriptive and evaluative, but it 

is very hard, perhaps impossible, to prize apart its 

descriptive and the evaluative components. How 

does the critic then apply the concept? How does she 

recognize the descriptive features that merit the title 

of elegance? We should reject the easy answer that 

the recognitional capacity for elegance is “primitive” 

or “rock-bottom”. The application is rather learned 

in an iterative process: in a culture like ours that 

appreciates thin bodily shape and gracious move-

ment the novice learns both to recognize and value 

them, and thus acquires a very simple and basic 

application of “elegant”. She then goes through the 

process of refining both perception and response, so 

that eventually the intricacies of result defy analysis 

into descriptive and value components.  

Let me finish by reminding the reader of the 

further possibilities of generalizations. Moral value 

has been a prime candidate. Dispositionalist and RD 

accounts treat moral properties analogously to 2Q, 

like being sweet and being red, which are them-

selves construed as RD-properties. For instance, we 

can narrow down the proposals for value quoted in 

the previous section to obtain a proposal for moral 

value. First, with Brower’s proposal, we obtain 

something like the following.  

X has moral value V iff evaluators would, 

under appropriate conditions, respond to X 

with moral reaction R( Bower (1993:222)). 

Next, to add David Lewis’ proposal,  

x is a value iff we would be disposed to 

value x under conditions of the fullest im-

aginative acquaintance with x  

To which we can now apply the RI perspective to 

the project: 

Goodnesse is being intentionally experi-

enced as being a property of an action, or 

state of affairs.  

1a. The experiencing is the source of moral 

intuition. (A transparency datum) 

2. Goodnesse is not an experience-

independent property of action, or state of 

affairs. (From science) 

3. Goodnesse is not a property of subjective 

state. (From Transparency)  

Therefore (by principles of charity and by 

inference to the best explanation)  

C: Being Good in an objective sense is be-

ing such as to cause the response of 

visaging goodness in normal observers un-

der normal circumstances. (Response-

intentionalism)  

We thus obtain a candidate specification of good-

ness. A parallel account might be proposed for the 

idea of meaningful vs. absurd ways of life: C: Being 

meaningful in an objective sense is being such as to 

cause the response of intentionally experiencing 

meaningfulness in well-informed and impartial ob-

servers under normal (or slightly idealized) circum-

stances. 

Let me reiterate my point about iteration of re-

sponse-dependence. I claimed that a life can be 

meaningful (partly) in virtue of responding to some 

important emotional properties of the surrounding 

niche the person living the life is inhabiting. Take a 

person, call her Vicdan: she is constantly facing 

depressing, awful and cruel events-and-doings; so, it 

is meaningful to and for her to rebel and live a risky 

life of an engaged political activist. The first level 

response-dependent emotional qualities, pertaining 
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to the events surrounding her, namely the ones of 

being depressing and awful, and the first level re-

sponse-dependent property of being cruel, pertaining 

to actions, are such as properly to induce the re-

sponse of rebelling against them. Therefore, a life of 

rebellion is meaningful for Vicdan. It has the se-

cond-level response-dependent property of meaning-

fulness in virtue of having a combination of first 

level moral and emotional response-dependent prop-

erties as their external base, and the characteristic 

response of Vicdan (and the impartial spectator) as 

their immediate constitutive center.  

 

 

IV. Summary and conclusion 

We can now summarize our main strategic 

point. Take any of the non-primary qualities men-

tioned, and call it Q. We have argued that an item a 

has Q if it has the disposition to cause an intentional 

experiencing of the experiential counterpart, Qe as 

belonging to Q, which happens to be of the relevant 

kind of experiencers under relevant kind of condi-

tions. The general strategy for arguing for this kind 

of claim is the one the reader already knows by 

heart: 

1. Qe is being intentionally experienced as 

being a property of a. (A transparency da-

tum) 

2. Q is not an experiencer-independent 

property of the action, or state of affairs. 

(From science) 

3. Qe is not a property of subjective state. 

(From Transparency)  

Therefore (by principles of charity and by 

inference to the best explanation)  

C: Having Q in an objective sense is being 

such as to cause the response of intentional 

experiencing of the experiential counter-

part, Qe as belonging to Q, which happens 

to be of the relevant kind of experiencers 

under relevant kind of conditions. (Re-

sponse-intentionalism)  

We have argued that color and aesthetic proper-

ties are response-dependent. The dependence has a 

rich structure: value qualities (e.g. beauty) depend 

on our response to aesthetic properties (e.g. unified, 

magnificent), which in turn depend on our response 

to a pattern of primary and secondary qualities 

(shapes and colors). Secondary qualities are them-

selves response-dependent. The basic dependence 

relation is thus iterated. The resulting structure is 

one of iterated response-dependence. This is the 

main point to be argued in this paper. It is also sug-

gested that the iterated structure depends on the ob-

jectifying character of the response: since a re-

sponse-dependent property of a given level is felt as 

an objective property, one can develop a further 

response to it, which then produces a new response-

dependent property on a higher level. The hierarchy 

of increasingly subtle iterated properties makes 

sense from an evolutionary viewpoint, suggesting 

increasingly subtle kinds of response to a give phys-

ical configuration. Let me schematize the idea: 

The object (event, state) A has the re-

sponse-dependent quality Q as a result of 

its disposition to cause the intentional ex-

periencing of the corresponding experi-

enced quality Qe in a normal observer. 

Some qualities, call the typical one Q
i
, are 

built upon the combination Q
i-1 

of qualities 

of the level below it,
 
which typically caus-

es the intentional experience of Q
i
e the cor-

responding experiential response of i-the 

level. To reformulate it, Q
i
e is based upon 

the experiencing of a combination of lower 

level qualities, say Q’
i-1 

Q’’
i-1 

Q’’’
i-1 

all of 

them entering the combination Q
i-1 

. 

To illustrate, let the experienced meaningfulness of a 

rebellious, activist life be our Q
i
e, the higher level 

response-dependent property of Vicdan’s life. Its 

external basis is the combination Q
i-1 

of qualities for 

which the emotional ones can be Q’
i-1 

Q’’
i-1 

and the 

moral one, say cruelty, can be Q’’’
i-1 

and its internal 

basis is the response on the i-th level. Similarly, in 

the aesthetic example, there will be some quality like 

beauty at the j-th level, and we have as the external 

basis again some combination Q
j-1 

of qualities where 

emotional ones can be Q’
j-1 

Q’’
j-1 m 

and the chromatic 

ones can be Q’’’
j-2 

and Q+’’’
j-2 

(color properties are 

certainly at some level below the emotional ones) 

whereas its internal basis is the aesthetic response on 

the j-th level.  

Let me conclude, with apologies for brevity. We 

have been dealing with the location problem for 

color as well as aesthetic and artistic value proper-

ties. The proposal was that response-dependence and 

in particular its iterated variety is the key to solving 

this problem. A significant part of the complexity of 
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aesthetic phenomena derives from rich hierarchical 

or layered tissues of dependency that integrates per-

ceptual, emotional and evaluative responses into an 

almost seamless whole. We have presented some 

schematic, simplified ways of resolving this whole 

into its components. They all feature iteration of 

dependence, wherein more sophisticated responses 

are evoked in response to properties which in turn 

depend on simpler responses. The resulting layered 

structure seems to capture rather well the pattern of 

dependencies intuitively discerned by art observers 

and critics. 

I hope that the account can be extended by 

analogy to other high-level response-dependent 

properties, above all moral ones, plus properties like 

significance (of an action, or a life-style) and even 

the property of being a good life. As it stands it is 

still not reductionist, since it involves the notion of a 

normal or adequate observer that might itself be 

value-laden. However, there is some hope of cashing 

it out in less demanding terms. It would thus offer a 

chance of a more naturalist account of humanly in-

teresting and important sophisticated manifest prop-

erties that make out our life-world. But even if we 

have to replace reduction with (mere) analysis, the 

resulting analysis makes the mysterious and crucial-

ly important qualities less mysterious than they ap-

pear at the first glance. 
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