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Beauty and the Sublime



Class recap
• Explore the Critique of Practical Reason’s 

arguments for the good will, the 
categorical imperative and the highest 
good

• Evaluate Kant’s duty-based morality 
(deontology) in contrast with 
utilitarianism and virtue-based forms

• Discuss the extent to which Kant is 
consistently systematic across the first 
and second Critiques



Class aims
• Introduce the Critique of Judgement and 

the necessity of a third critique

• Grasp the reflecting power of 
judgement, and why judgements of 
taste are universal and objective

• Discuss Kant’s four moments of beauty

• Explore Kant’s notion of the sublime in 
its context

• Round-up on Kant’s overall critical 
project through teleology



Kant timeline (1724-1804)

• Inaugural Dissertation (1770)

• Critique of Pure Reason (1781)

• Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics (1783)

• Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785)

• Critique of Pure Reason [Second Edition] (1787)

• Critique of Practical Reason (1788)

• … Critique of Judgement (1790)



Critique of Judgement (1790)

• The Third Critique is concerned with the nature of
making judgements

• It is composed of two disparate parts: 
- the first, on aesthetics, taste and artistic creation
- the second, on teleology or purposes in nature

• Part one usually gets more attention, and is now 
considered a cornerstone of modern philosophical 
aesthetics, unique in integrating aesthetics into a 
complete philosophical system

• But why does Kant turn to aesthetics?



Critique of Judgement (1790)

• Prior to the Third Critique, Kant had written a brief anthropological 
essay on the beautiful and the sublime in 1764, but this was all

• In the First and Second Critiques it isn’t considered important… why?

• For Kant, judgements about beauty were based simply on pleasure, 
and were of a subjective sort

• They are unconcerned with theoretical reason (concepts and the 
understanding) or practical reason (ideas, duties)

• His turn to the nature of beauty reflects an underlying, incomplete 
goal in the Third Critique: to outline, as a distinct faculty, the nature 
of judgement, which in turn synthesises the first two Critiques



Judgement = Nature + Freedom
• The faculty of judgement bridges the ‘chasm’ between nature and 

freedom

• Nature: The understanding, sensibility, theoretical philosophy – the 
world outlined in the Critique of Pure Reason

• Freedom: Reason, what is ‘supersensible’, noumenal and free in the 
subject, practical reason and morality – the Second Critique

• Both freedom and nature are ‘barred from any mutual influence’ 
(5:195) – so how can they interact?

• The function of Judgement is akin to the schema: they are mediating 
concepts which work by providing a teleological view of the world



Judgement = Nature + Freedom
• Judgement systematically unifies the understanding and reason

• It determines neither how nature is constituted objectively 
(understanding), nor how the world ought to be (reason)

• Instead it is used to give more detail on his vision of human 
autonomy: we live in nature, but our moral freedom consists in acting 
towards an end, and the sum of all moral duties is to realise the 
highest good

• Given its noble aims, we may still wonder: doesn’t Kant already offer 
an account of judgement in the CPR? And what is the relation of 
judgement to beauty or purposiveness in nature?



Reflecting power of judgement

• Before we move onto beauty, let’s grasp what is meant by judgement

• In the CPR it is the activity involving sensibility and the understanding, 
which determines whether ‘something falls under a given rule’ 
(A132/B171): basically, an awareness that something is the case

• In the CJ it is still, merely, ‘thinking the particular under the universal’

• The CJ gives judgements two roles: 
- determining judgements: placing particulars under general rules, as 
above
- reflecting judgements: placing particulars under empirical or 
scientific laws, enabling us to form empirical concepts. 



Reflecting power of judgement
• Kant is most interested in reflecting judgements

• They enable us to regard nature as essentially law-like (5:184), 
designed and purposeful (its objective aspect, assessed under Part 
Two, Teleology)

• It also enables us to recognise beauty in nature and in art (its 
subjective aspect)

• Yet remarkably, Kant has little to say about reflecting judgements 
themselves in his discussion of the beautiful

• For now, Kant deems an aesthetic judgement as one based on feeling, 
particularly one of pleasure or displeasure

• These are distinguished into judgements of beauty and judgements of 
the sublime…



What defines judgements of taste?

• Take a look at the excerpt provided last week…

• In groups of 2 and 3, please discuss

1. Why does Kant think that judgements of taste can be universal? 
(§32)

2. Why does Kant think that judgements of taste can be objective, and 
not subjective? (§33)



What is beauty?



What is beauty?

• Kant asks: What is required to call an object beautiful?

• Kant’s goal is to determine whether there are a priori 
conditions for making judgements based on pleasure, using its 
most common manifestation for him – the judgement that 
something is beautiful

• In the CJ’s ‘Analytic of the Beautiful’, he divides these into four 
‘moments’, relating to four types of Judgement in the CPR…

• Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Modality.



Table of 
Judgements



What is beauty?
• Whilst some judge the systematic effort unpersuasive, it helps Kant 

structure four distinct types of beauty…

• Kant’s overarching goal is to determine whether there are judgements 
which ‘impute the same satisfaction necessarily to everyone’ (§36)

• If he can prove that such judgements are universal and necessary, he 
has another demonstration for Critical Philosophy…

• The four Moments:

1.  Disinterested pleasure
2.  Universal validity
3.  Form of purposiveness
4.  Necessary pleasure



Moment One: Disinterested pleasure
• A truly beautiful object will satisfy us disinterestedly… what might Kant 

mean by that?

• Aesthetic judgements always refer our experience back to our subjective 
state or feeling, and what is pleasing to us, e.g. a song or flower

• But pleasure in the beautiful is different, because it is a ‘disinterested and 
free satisfaction; for no interest, either of sense or of reason, here forces 
our assent’ (§2)

• It doesn’t gratify merely our senses (judgements of the agreeable), as in a 
favourite food or drink…

• Nor does it involve a practical or a moral use (judgements of the good). It 
has no interest in the existence of the object.

• It is instead a pleasure in contemplation (§5), and reflection. In this sense it 
is a unique type of judgement.



Moment Two: Universal validity

• A truly beautiful object is something everyone will agree on… right?

• For Kant, when we judge an object to be beautiful, we take it that 
everyone else will also judge it accordingly

• This isn’t inferred factually; rather, our judgements of the beautiful 
necessitate the assumption that others would agree with us

• ‘the judgement of taste itself does not postulate the agreement of 
everyone’ (§8)

• This is in contrast to subjective judgements of enjoyment of a given 
object which we would not grant to everyone (e.g. a food or song), 
what Kant calls judgements of the agreeable.



Moment Two: Universal validity
• How could beauty be universally agreed on?

• Kant relies on disinterestedness (§6): as it is without any specific 
interest or good, we can infer everyone will agree on it

• Yet beauty does not belong to concepts of object (§8-9), and so the 
universal validity of beauty is not conceptual…

• Kant claims that judgements of taste cannot be proven: ‘there can be 
no rule according to which anyone is to be forced to recognize 
anything as beautiful’ (§8)

• Judgements of beauty instead require that one immediately feel 
pleasure in experiencing the object

• But if judgements of taste depend on pleasure, claim universal 
validity, yet cannot be proven… how are they universally 
communicated?



Moment Two: Free Play
• Such pleasures can only be communicated if they are premised on a 

state of mind that is universally communicable (§9) – cognitions in 
general

• This arises out of what Kant calls the free play of the imagination and 
understanding, two distinct faculties acting in harmony

• Here the imagination is not constricted by having to apply particular 
concepts to sense-objects. It is free, whilst still under conceptual laws

• We become aware of this harmony through the feeling of pleasure

• Thus judgements of the beautiful require judging an object through 
the free play of the imagination and understanding; and where these 
faculties are felt to be in harmony, pleasure is felt

• Yet the pleasure still takes the form of a conceptual judgement: thus 
we say that ‘the thing is beautiful’ (§7)



Moment Three: Form of purposiveness

• A truly beautiful object exists in its own right, without any other end

• Our judgement doesn’t presuppose that the object has a separate 
purpose or end – it is complete in itself, and we perceive a harmony 
and intrinsic purposiveness in its form

• Our pleasure in the object is in its perceived form, which appears 
purposeful and final in itself, in contrast to sensations or concepts of it

• A pure judgement of taste doesn’t rely on pleasures of charm or 
emotion (§13), nor empirical sensations (§14), only formal properties

• Kant is therefore a ‘formalist’ – beauty belongs specifically to the 
object, in the ways it is manifested in time and space



Moment Four: Necessary pleasure
• The beautiful is necessarily pleasurable and satisfying (§18)

• When we take it to be universally valid, this doesn’t reflect either 
theoretical necessity (we cannot prove all will agree), nor practical 
necessity (we cannot prove everyone should act in a certain way)

• Rather it reflects a common sense (§20), a ground common to all

• This judgement is exemplary, wherein one’s judgement serves as the 
example for how everyone ought to judge

• It is also a subjective principle, allowing us to judge by feeling rather 
than concepts – an ideal presupposed in making judgements of taste

• Common sense is later termed a ‘mere reflection upon the mind’, an 
experience of an internal feeling of a purposive state of the mind (§40)



Beauty in the eye of the beholder?

• Any perceived harmony in an artwork belongs not to the object itself, 
but in what I perceive. 

• Again it mirrors his critical philosophy of the understanding, 
transcendental idealism – the truth of a given cognition is not in its 
object, but what its relation with the object demonstrates about that 
process of cognition. 

• The relation is constitutive of the cognition: understanding its relation 
becomes what constitutes Kant’s critical philosophy. 

• The aesthetic judgement in this case establishes a relation between 
subject-object that in turn indicates human autonomy in determining 
what forms its pleasure



Aesthetics in context

Kant’s four observations on beauty:

1.  Disinterested pleasure
2.  Universal validity
3.  Form of purposiveness
4.  Necessary pleasure



Aesthetics in context
• Kant’s predecessor Baumgarten began the modern use of the 

word ‘aesthetics’ as a theory of beauty.

• German aestheticians like Lessing and Winckelmann sought 
to deduce universal laws for classifying works of art

• Kant was equally interested by British aestheticians like 
Hutcheson, Hume and Burke, for whom a judgement for taste 
is an expression of feeling without cognitive content

• Burke distinguished beauty from the sublime in terms of 
feeling:
‘Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and 
danger... Whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant 
about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to 
terror’.



The sublime

• In beauty, we contemplate the harmony between our faculties and 
nature, impressed by its purposiveness.

• With the sublime, we are overcome by the power and grandeur of 
nature, in which we renounce attempting to control it

• Kant says the mind is ‘incited to abandon sensibility’, and is unable to 
apprehend nature in definable space-time

• Like beauty, the sublime does not belong to nature, but is a property 
of the human mind

• ‘Thus the wide ocean, disturbed by the storm, cannot be called 
sublime. Its aspect is horrible.’ (§23)



‘This sublimity in the mind 
is a form of self-awareness, 
through feeling, of a 
transcendental power of 
the human mind. In Kant’s 
language, it is the 
consciousness that we are 
superior to nature within 
us and therefore also 
superior to nature without 
us, insofar as it influences 
us’. 
– Donald Crawford, “Kant”, 
Routledge Companion to 
Aesthetics p. 64.



The sublime
• The mathematically sublime involves that whose magnitude is too 

vast to measure, e.g. the sea, mountains, the sky. This initial 
displeasure leads to a respect for the vastness of nature, and 
ourselves in understanding it thus

• The dynamically sublime involves reflecting on powerful natural 
objects that cause fear e.g. volcanoes, lightning.

• Again, in being reminded of human weakness, we are able to 
comprehend the majesty and power of nature

• Yet for Kant it is also directs us back to the power of our reason, 
which can direct our sensible faculties to not feel fear in such 
circumstances. Nature cannot control our minds, what is the most 
important and eternal part of us, for Kant.





Nature’s purposiveness
• Whilst we’ve focused on beauty, the CJ is equally concerned with 

teleology or purposiveness in nature, identified in four ways

1. Intelligent design: experimental science is premised on nature being 
governed by empirically verifiable laws, which were designed to be 
understood by humans 
- (but this is only a regulative principle of cognition for reflective 
judgement, invalid for theoretical philosophy)

2. Judgements of the beautiful and sublime reveal to us that nature is 
hospitable to human moral ends. Nature’s beauty is unconditional or 
free, not ‘dependent’ on concepts.
- It is through the sublime power of nature we become aware of our 
own moral purpose as human beings, in which the vivid power of 
nature stands in contrast to the superior power of reason



Nature’s purposiveness
3. The understanding can only perceive through causality. But this 

doesn’t explain how beings like us can be both cause and effect 
simultaneously of our being. It is only through reflecting 
judgement that we perceive nature’s purposiveness. But we are 
still limited to having to perceive particular intuitions before 
getting to general concepts.

4. Viewing particular things purposefully enables us to grasp a 
nature-wide purpose (or telos). God is held to be an intelligent 
designer, whose final end in creating nature was to create human 
beings as moral beings, because only human beings use reason to 
pursue ends, using nature as their means.

- The CJ ends on this noble sentiment: that true human activity is 
in acting morally, which is to say freely, obeying the moral law within.



Round-up

• Judgements of beauty involve an awareness of our faculty of 
judgement overcoming our power of sensibility

• In this sense there is an implied link between perceiving beauty and 
human morality

• Whilst beauty is perceived only through the object, our capacity to 
recognise and experience such reflective judgements involves a 
capacity for reason

• Like all else in Kant’s critical project, judgements of beauty involve 
perceiving what is universal and necessary, and founding this within 
the subject, through determining objective laws



Class recap
• Introduce the Critique of Judgement and 

the necessity of a third critique

• Grasp the reflecting power of 
judgement, and why judgements of 
taste are universal and objective

• Discuss Kant’s four moments of beauty

• Explore Kant’s notion of the sublime in 
its context

• Round-up on Kant’s overall critical 
project through teleology



Reading for next week

• Next week we turn to Kant’s politics

• Please read Kant’s essay “On the Common Saying: ‘This may be true 
in Theory, but it does not apply in Practice”.

• In class we will focus on Section 2, “On the Relationship of Theory to 
Practice in Political Thought”, pp. 73-87, particularly 74-79.

• We will draw on Kant’s essays “Perpetual Peace” and elements of the 
“Doctrine of Right” in the Metaphysics of Morals

• Do take a look at “Kant’s Social and Political Philosophy”, on Stanford: 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-social-political/

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-social-political/

