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“ . . . to take an immediate interest in natural beauty is always the
sign of a good soul . . . ” (§42)

“ . . . no human reason can ever hope to understand the generation of
even a tiny blade of grass from merely mechanical causes.” (§77)

“There is a God in the human soul. The question is whether he is also
in nature.”

(Opus Postumum, 22: 120)
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The dates 1790 and 1970 are easy to memorize. Prior to the 1970s,
the bulk of English-language scholarship devoted to Kant’s philos-
ophy was focussed mainly on his theory of knowledge, ethics, and
historical relationships between Kant and other philosophers.
Works addressing Kant’s aesthetic theory were relatively few, con-
stituting only a small neighborhood within the wider array of
books and articles about Kant and his influence. Up until the 1970s
among English-language publications, for instance, there was only
one typically consulted, full-length study of Kant’s third Critique –
A Commentary on Kant’s Critique of Judgment. This was written
in 1938 by H. W. Cassirer, the son of Ernst Cassirer (1874 – 1945).

Cassirer’s book was reprinted in 1970, and after the reappear-
ance of his study, scholarly attention to Kant’s aesthetics developed
dramatically with the publication of Donald W. Crawford’s Kant’s
Aesthetic Theory (1974), Francis X. Coleman’s The Harmony of
Reason: A Study of Kant’s Aesthetics (1974), Paul Guyer’s Kant
and the Claims of Taste (1979), and Eva Shaper’s Studies in Kant’s
Aesthetics (1979). These landmark publications stimulated three
decades of serious attention to Kant’s aesthetics – decades within
which some of the most refined Kant scholars contributed, and
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continue to contribute, to our understanding of Kant’s theories of
beauty and fine art.1

From the standpoint of the general reader, introductory philoso-
phy students interested in Kant’s aesthetics, aestheticians who spe-
cialize in areas other than Kant, not to mention philosophy
professionals and academics who focus upon other thematic spe-
cialties, the number of introductory studies on Kant’s aesthetics
that include an exposition of the book’s second half – a segment
that does not obviously concern art and beauty – presently com-
pares with the condition of scholarship in Kant’s aesthetics as a
whole prior to 1970. To many of those who are not Kant scholars,
Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790) largely remains a
work whose name might now be well known, but whose detailed
contents from beginning to end, still need to be clarified and
explained in an accessible exposition. This is the purpose of the
present work.

This guide to Kant’s third Critique aims to stay close to the text
while remaining intellectually approachable. The third Critique‘s
own sequence of exposition is respected fairly rigidly, and the com-
mentary and explanation follows the internal logic of the Critique
itself from beginning to end. At the same time, Kant’s broader pur-
poses are set forth during the exposition to help establish an inte-
grated vision of the book as a whole. The leading idea is to show,
while remaining focussed on Kant’s third Critique, how it fits into
his primary philosophical project of coordinating his theory of sci-
entific knowledge with this theory of moral behavior, for it is clear
that Kant’s primary philosophical interest is in philosophically
coordinating what scientifically happens to be, with what morally
ought to be. He aims to align to the best extent possible, facts with
values, and actualities with ideals. His key works aim to define
those ideals as steadfastly as possible.

As hinted at above, one of the limits of contemporary attention
to Kant’s aesthetics is that the Critique of the Power of Judgment is
not typically viewed as a whole and within the context of Kant’s
other two Critiques.2 Even those texts that intend to introduce
Kant’s aesthetics, despite their usefulness in relation to specific
topics, tend to focus only on the first half of the third Critique –
the segment that explicitly concerns aesthetic judgment – and give
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accordingly only an abbreviated characterization of the contents of
the concluding half of the Critique that concerns teleological (i.e.,
purpose-specifying) judgments about living organisms and the
natural purposes of things. The thematic affinities between the two
parts of the book are only infrequently brought forth in introduc-
tions to Kant’s aesthetics, although this trend is slowly changing to
include wider perspectives.

Without viewing aesthetic judgment in conjunction with teleo-
logical judgment, however, one lands in the truncated situation of
acknowledging, with Kant, that moral awareness can be attained
through pure introspection and that the contemplation of beautiful
objects helps foster this awareness, while dropping out of sight
Kant’s complementary claim that reflection on the mystery of life
helps foster this moral awareness as well. As we will see, both sorts
of reflection serve as moral supports, both are similarly structured,
and both lead ultimately to the same postulation of God’s exis-
tence. If one is to appreciate the function of Kant’s aesthetics
within his overall philosophy, it is short-sighted to ignore the
Critique of Teleological Judgment and its relation to Kant’s moral
theory. Consequently, this GuideBook encompasses the entire third
Critique with the hope that the exposition will help situate Kant’s
aesthetics within its philosophically systematic context more
clearly and explicitly.

With respect to my own studies of Kant’s aesthetics, my great-
est thanks is due to Donald W. Crawford, who introduced me so
positively to Kant’s aesthetic theory at a time when it was hardly a
mainstream discipline in Kant studies. The effect of this fortunate
situation – one whose power of philosophical Bildung I was able to
appreciate retrospectively only many years later – was to establish
an unexpectedly fertile intellectual foundation for appreciating the
history of philosophy during the sevententh, eighteenth, and nine-
teenth centuries. Kant is known as a Janus-head figure that sum-
marizes eighteenth-century philosophical tendencies and anticipates
the nineteenth-century ones, and there is much to be discerned in
nineteenth-century German philosophy by using the Critique of
the Power of Judgment as one’s intellectual center, as opposed to
the Critique of Pure Reason, as is standardly, and certainly effec-
tively, done. This book is dedicated to Don.
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I would also like to express my thanks to the Department of
Philosophy and the Faculty of Arts at the University of Auckland,
who provided a substantial research leave during 2005 when most
of this book was written. Special thanks is due to Professor John
Morrow, Dean of Arts, for his intellectual interest and moral sup-
port of this project. I am also grateful to an anonymous reviewer
for the invaluable observations I have been able to incorporate into
the final manuscript.

There are two people, who, as sagacious teachers, played a for-
mative and constitutive role in my appreciation of art, philosophy,
personal character and scholarship. To John F. A. Taylor (1915–96)
and William H. Hay (1917–97) – whose inspirational magnitude of
urbanity and learning have always been a guiding light for me – I
also owe a timeless thanks.

Auckland, New Zealand
March 2006
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There are four complete English translations of Kant’s Critique of
the Power of Judgment (which is also referred to as the Critique of
Judgment). These are by J. H. Bernard (1892), James Creed Meredith
(1911/1928), Werner S. Pluhar (1987), and Paul Guyer and Eric
Matthews (2000). The Guyer–Matthews translation is the best rep-
resentative of Kant’s original wording, and in this respect it stands
as a distinguished improvement over the previous translations. For
the purposes of reading, in English, a text that reflects what Kant
actually wrote, this is surely the translation to have in hand. The
long sentences are not clipped into shorter segments, the syntax is
largely preserved, and the words chosen usually come as close to
the original German as one can reasonably expect. Many segments
of the translation simply cannot be improved upon.

The following set of examples gives a sense of the variability to
be encountered in the English translations. Here is a crucial pas-
sage from §57:3

Denn nähme man eine solche Rücksicht nicht, so wäre der Anspruch
des Geschmacksurteils auf allgemeine Gültigkeit nicht zu retten; . . . 

(Ak 340 (236), G 216, P 212, M 207, B 185)

A NOTE ON THE ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS OF

THE CRITIQUE OF THE POWER OF JUDGMENT



[2000] For if one did not assume such a point of view, then the claim
of the judgment of taste to universal validity could not be saved . . . [G]

[1987] For unless we assumed that a judgment of taste relies on some
concept or other, we could not save its claim to universal validity. [P]

[1911] For unless such a point of view were adopted there would be no
means of saving the claim of the judgment of taste to universal valid-
ity. [M]

[1892] For if we do not admit such a reference, the claim of the judg-
ment of taste to universal validity would not hold good. [B]

It nonetheless remains that what is best from a scholarly point of
view is not always preferable from a student’s point of view. The
Guyer–Matthews [2000] translation impeccably provides the most
accurate reflection in the English language of Kant’s original text,
but Bernard’s translation [1892] is still the most user-friendly for
the student who has time constraints and who is trying to compre-
hend Kant’s thought in the most direct and efficient manner for
the first time. Bernard is more clearly understandable than Kant
himself is in the original, and his English formulations have a lin-
guistic economy and stronger semantic impact than what Guyer
and Matthews were obliged to convey in their effort to be as faith-
ful as possible to the original text. Bernard, though, often does not
replace the German words in the closest one-to-one correspon-
dences that are available.

Meredith’s sensible translation [1911/1928] is reliable and its
rhetorical tone is comfortably light, but it does not accurately reflect
the original text’s syntactic structure. It also periodically conveys
an archaic quality in the choice of words and linguistic formats,
and introduces a few odd terminological coinages in places. Overall,
it offers an approachable rendition, while sacrificing some philo-
sophical clarity in the process.

Pluhar’s translation [1987] advances philosophically over
Meredith’s, and in terms of its ease of use, it stands halfway
between Bernard’s clarity of expression and Guyer and Matthews’
accuracy of rendition. Pluhar frequently does not use Kant’s exact
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words, but he impressively conveys the sense of the original text,
and his translation is generally the most useful and insightful for
deciphering difficult passages that the Guyer–Matthews transla-
tion has no choice to present as vague. This weighty interpretive
benefit is achieved, however, by artistically rephrasing, segment-
ing, and augmenting the wording beyond Kant’s original formula-
tions. Nonetheless, with respect to its usefulness in deciphering
obscure passages, Pluhar’s translation can be a blessing for the stu-
dent at critical junctures, when used in conjunction with Bernard’s.

Bernard’s translation, all factors considered, is probably the best
for someone who is approaching Kant’s aesthetics for the first
time, desires to consult only one translation, and who immediately
needs a clear, efficient, and reliable rendition of the original’s
meaning. The more advanced, English-speaking student of the
third Critique would obviously do well to work with Kant’s origi-
nal and/or all four complete translations side-by-side to appreciate
with some illumination how the key passages have been alterna-
tively rendered, or as a second option, with the Guyer–Matthews
translation in conjunction with Bernard’s, if the German version is
linguistically inaccessible. It is memorable to experience how many
of the meanings in the Guyer–Matthews literalistic translation
that become present upon extended reflection and that are indeed
right before one’s eye, but that inevitably fall into the background
and are easily overlooked, are there on the surface in Bernard’s
semantically sparkling formulations. Comparing and contrasting
the four existing English translations itself provides an education
in different attitudes towards what a translation of a philosophical
text is supposed to achieve.

None of the existing translations were optimal to use unmodified
for the purposes of the present GuideBook, which aims to respect
the accuracy of rendition that we find in the Guyer–Matthews
translation, but also to enhance it with some of the clarity and
accessibility of Bernard’s translation. Consequently, the quoted
passages have been newly translated with both aims in mind. For
example, for the sake of clarity, the more literalistic “purpose” is
used for “Zweck“ instead of “end,” although “end” fits better
within the context of some of Kant’s other books, especially his
moral writings; “purposiveness” is correspondingly used for

a note on the english translations xv



“Zweckmäßigkeit“ instead of “finality” to preserve the parallelism
between Zweck and Zweckmäßigkeit; “teleological causality” is used
instead of “final causality” to match the book’s theme and subti-
tling more accurately, since Kant uses “teleologische Causalität“
interchangeably with the less perspicuous “Causalität der
Endursachen.” The effort at every point has been to render Kant’s
meanings as straightforwardly comprehensible as possible without
disproportionately modifying the original wording.

Readers familiar with the third Critique will notice that in most
instances, the more focussed and theoretically descriptive phrase,
“judgments of pure beauty” – a phrase that contrasts easily and
usefully with “judgments of adherent beauty” – is used to trans-
late the generic and multi-purpose term “Geschmacksurteil.“ It is
used in place of the more literal, but less informative and confu-
sion-generating phrase, “judgments of taste.” The implicit position
expressed is that Kant’s canonical analyses are almost always
directed towards illuminating ideal judgments of taste rather than
actual ones, since his project is to define an idealized standard of
pure beauty against which all actual judgments of taste should be
measured and understood. The rationale for this phrasing is
explained further in §1 below.
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A GUIDE TO THE ENTIRE THIRD CRITIQUE

Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790) is also known as
his third Critique, since it followed upon the Critique of Pure
Reason (1781 and 1787) and the Critique of Practical Reason
(1788). It is one of the most influential systematic aesthetic theo-
ries in the history of philosophical aesthetics. It is also among the
penultimate components of Kant’s thought as a whole, as it builds
a small contingent of ferry boats (owing to the lack of bridges)
between two distinct modes of interpreting the world, namely, in
reference to science, with its attendant mechanical causality and
determinism, and in reference to morality, with its attendant teleo-
logical causality and freedom.

The tension and ultimate resolution between scientific deter-
minism and moral freedom is a leading theme in Kant’s philoso-
phy. Accordingly, the third Critique introduces reflections on the
nature of beauty and on living organisms – and more generally,
reflections on the nature, extent, and presuppositions that accom-
pany our power of judgment – to reconcile philosophically our
physical circumstances with our moral freedom. Kant’s ultimate
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hope is to strengthen the ideal of acting morally as best as we can,
given a natural world that on the arbitrary and violent face of
things does not display much of an inner moral fabric supportive
of our efforts to do actually what our voice of reason within us
obliges us to do.

The Critique of the Power of Judgment divides into two parts,
namely, the Critique of the Power of Aesthetic Judgment (§§1–60)
and the Critique of the Power of Teleological Judgment (§§61–91).
The German title of the book, Kritik der Urteilskraft, refers to
“Urteilskraft,” which is often translated as “judgment,” but is bet-
ter translated as “power of judgment.” “Urteil“ by itself signifies
“judgment” and “Kraft“ signifies “power” or “force.”

The word “Urteilskraft“ refers consequently to a power, capac-
ity, faculty or facility that we have to make judgments, and within
his philosophical theory, Kant descriptively coalesces this power
into a particular kind of mental “faculty” that operates in conjunc-
tion with other mental faculties or capacities. The two main parts
of the third Critique thus refer respectively to the power of aes-
thetic judgment and the power of teleological, purpose-specifying,
goal-oriented, judgment. These two parts work side-by-side, for
each defines an avenue that helps us conceive of a compatibility
between nature, considered with respect to its thoroughly mechan-
ical operations, and free, moral activity.

At the same time, the two main parts of the third Critique have
distinct subject matters, equally daunting technical terminology,
and a common theme that becomes obvious only after having had
some familiarity with Kant’s philosophy as a whole. Such obstacles
partially explain why, if one is interested primarily in philosophical
aesthetics and is approaching the third Critique with the exclusive
aim of understanding Kant’s views on art, it is difficult to develop a
solid standpoint from which one can incorporate the significance of
book’s second half into aesthetics-related issues. These latter
involve, for instance, reflections on the nature of beauty, artistic
creativity, the division of the arts, and the relationship between
beauty and morality. The subject matter of the second part of the
book appears foreign to such themes, since it essentially concerns
whether living organisms are comprehensible in mechanical terms,
and unexpectedly introduces arguments for God’s existence. The
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immediate relevance of these issues to philosophical aesthetics is
obscure, and the historical result has been that studies of Kant’s
aesthetics have gravitated towards only the first half of the book.

Kant’s account of the logic that governs our judgments of bio-
logical organisms – notwithstanding its direct relevance to contem-
porary debates surrounding the issue of intelligent design – is
itself a less predominant field of study within Kant scholarship in
general. The resulting selective approach to Kant’s aesthetics has
thus had the unfortunate result of suggesting that the second half
of the book that concerns teleological judgment, is not central to
understanding his aesthetic theory. To be sure, there is some inde-
pendence between the two halves of the book, and there is some
noticeable expository overlap between Kant’s Critique of Practical
Reason and the second half of the third Critique. The following
exposition, though, will show that without conceiving of the
Critique of the Power of Judgment as a whole, the motivations and
systematic functions of several of Kant’s key ideas in his philo-
sophical aesthetics (e.g., aesthetic ideas) remain close to invisible,
owing in part to a close connection between Kant’s theory of artis-
tic genius and his theory of living organisms. For such reasons, the
present GuideBook covers the entire third Critique, with the pri-
mary aim of illuminating Kant’s aesthetic theory.

KANT’S PHILOSOPHICAL STYLE

Kant spent his life (1724–1804) in the European harbor-city of
Königsberg (now Kaliningrad, Russia) and it is natural to ask how
a person who ventured from home no farther than a day’s journey
by horse-drawn cart and who, during the 1700s, lived in a small
and relatively remote, although not insignificant, city in the
Prussian empire, could have become one of the most intellectually
awesome philosophers in the history of Western civilization. Part
of the answer is explained by Kant’s philosophical style, which was
introspective. Kant looked inside of himself, tried his best to adopt
the universalistic standpoint of a human being in general, and dis-
cerned an intellectual core to his presence as a human being, inde-
pendently of the historical circumstances, physical limitations, and
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cultural soil within which his daily life took place. He tried out-
standingly to articulate what makes us all human, whether one
happens to be an ancient Egyptian, an eighteenth-century German,
or person of the distant future.

In this effort, Kant shares a place with Plato. In a likewise man-
ner, Plato sought for universal constancies both within and without
us, and noted that if truth requires something permanent for us to
grasp – that if sandcastles, clouds, and passing smoke cannot repre-
sent the foundation of the world, and if even the strongest blocks
of granite are dissolved eventually by the passing of time – then
ultimately, the truth can reside only in what is absolutely, and not
merely relatively, steadfast. Plato located such an unshakeable
truth in a timeless realm that we can apprehend through pure con-
templation, using our mind’s power alone. He believed that we can
conceive of this timeless, colorless, textureless, odorless, tasteless,
and silent realm simply by using our minds, just as we use our five
senses to perceive the physical world. For Plato, this conceivable
world is more than an imaginary ideal; he regarded the act of con-
ceiving of it as itself a metaphysical act through which we appre-
hend the absolute truth – a truth that resides beyond the ordinary
world of sensory experience. This is a realm of perfect circles, num-
bers, goodness, beauty, courage, and the like, that are instantiated
in the material objects that continually come and go.

Kant never went so far as to claim that we can exactly know of
such a timeless world, and he did not sympathize with Plato’s
metaphysical optimism. He nonetheless acknowledged that if any-
thing is to be characterized as unconditional and true, then it must
be unchanging, stable, and self-sufficient. The noteworthy and rev-
olutionary aspect of his philosophizing is that he claimed to have
discovered within the human being – although not necessarily
within the constitution of the universe as it is independently of
us – formal structures of thought whose character can be known
independently of experience, can be referred to as unconditional
for us, and that can be shown to constitute the steadfast structural
foundations of our experience, both scientific and moral.

Kant discovered these structures by a philosophical thought
process that resembles analytic chemistry, where we take some
mixture, alloy or compound and separate it into its various ele-
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ments. We will see this analytic process operating once more in his
aesthetic theory. Most famously, Kant performed this philosophi-
cally analytic process not within the context of beauty, but more
ordinarily and foundationally on our perception of ordinary
objects. Here, he distilled out conceptual contents from variable
sensory contents, and then both of these from formal, spatio-tem-
poral structures. We can see this in an excerpt from his Critique of
Pure Reason (1781 and 1787):

In the transcendental aesthetic we will therefore first isolate sensibil-
ity, such as to remove everything that the understanding thinks
through its concepts, so as to leave nothing more than empirical intu-
ition. Second, we will also separate from this everything that belongs
to sensation, so as to leave remaining nothing more than pure intu-
ition and the mere form of appearances, which is exclusively what
sensibility can provide a priori. From this investigation it will be found
that there are two pure forms of sensible intuition as principles of a
priori cognition, namely space and time . . . 

(Critique of Pure Reason, Transcendental Aesthetic, A21 / B36)

With some further argumentation, the above distillation process
identified space and time as structures within us that we bring to
our experience. These structures, Kant maintained, are knowable
independently of experience, and most importantly, are invariant
from person to person. Kant concluded that for every human being
and for every human experience, it certainly will take place at
some time, and for every experience of a sensory object that is per-
ceived to be mind-independent, it certainly will be in some place or
other. For human beings, the forms of space and time are subjective
constants. Their infinity is fundamentally within us, and not with-
out us. To discover this, he did not need to leave Königsberg, let
alone his own sitting-room.

Kant’s doctrine of the subjectivity of space and time is arguably
his most famous and influential contribution to the history of phi-
losophy. However, his allegiance to Aristotelian logic – a discipline
that in Kant’s own time, had not changed substantially in 2000
years – is a more permeating and characteristic factor in his
thought in general. Without referring to Aristotelian logic and to
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the associated type of rationality that stems from it, Kant’s philos-
ophy cannot be well understood.

Aside from using standard logical deduction to style his philo-
sophical arguments, as do virtually all philosophers, Kant also
employed what he referred to as a “transcendental” style of argu-
mentation, and both of these styles lend a characteristic form to his
philosophy. To display the difference between these two modes of
logical argumentation, let us consider the arithmetical statement
“2 + 2 = 4.”

There are at least two ways to consider the statement “2 + 2 =
4” in reference to alternative styles of argumentation. The first
articulates what the statement implies; the second articulates what
the statement presupposes. Each exemplifies a different style of
logical argumentation. Most straightforwardly, the statement “2 +
2 = 4” implies “(1 + 1) + 2 = 4” or “(.5 + .5) + 1 + 2 = 4” along
with an inexhaustible number of similar instances of this analytic
and extractive sort. In such cases of straightforward logical deduc-
tion we simply analyze, or draw out implications from, what is
already given in the initial statement.

More interestingly and less mechanically, we can also ask what
must be presupposed for “2 + 2 = 4” to be true. We can ask even
more fundamentally what must be presupposed for “2 + 2 = 4” to
be possible at all. For instance, we would need to presuppose the
existence of a mathematical language, and more basically, that each
term has a precise meaning that remains constant over time. Kant
would add specifically that we also need to presuppose the presence
of time, since he believes that the number line and arithmetic in
general derive from the sequence of points that constitutes the lin-
ear format of time itself.

By revealing such presuppositions, we reveal the underlying, and
ideally, most basic preconditions for the statement or object at hand,
i.e., the bottom-line conditions for the very possibility of the thing.
This is to engage in transcendental argumentation, and Kant uses this
sort of argumentation to establish most of his core philosophical
tenets. The illuminating aspect of transcendental argumentation is
its power to penetrate beyond given axioms and given presupposi-
tions to discern what the presuppositions – often accepted unques-
tionably and dogmatically as self-evident – themselves presuppose.
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Transcendental argumentation is a characteristic feature of Kant’s
thought, but it stands side-by-side with the elementary Aristotelian
structures of logical form and deductive argumentation. The most
basic is the dyadic form of logical judgment “S is P“ that refers to
some subject or individual “S“ (what Kant calls an “intuition”) to
which some general property “P“ (what Kant calls a “concept”) is
ascribed. In addition, there are the triadic forms of logical syllo-
gism, where we have an initial pair of judgments such as “All As
are Bs” and “All Bs are Cs” which are brought together logically to
imply that “All As are Cs.”

Having been influenced by Aristotle, some of the most famous
logic treatises prior to Kant’s time began with the analysis of single
concepts, proceeded to investigate dyadic combinations of concepts
in the form of judgments, and continued to explore triadic combi-
nations of judgments in the form of syllogisms. A prime historical
example is the Logique, ou l’art de penser (1662), by Antoine
Arnauld (1612–94) and Pierre Nicole (1625–95), also known as the
Port-Royal Logic. This type of logical structuring and sequencing
also informs the conceptual framework upon which Kant built his
Critique of Pure Reason.1

We will see how these logical forms – especially the dyadic form
of judgment – influence and structure Kant’s aesthetic theory in
what follows below. For the present, it is important to keep in mind
only how Kant believes that the forms of Aristotelian logic consti-
tute a virtually unshakeable discipline, how these logical forms are
abstract and have no sensory content, and how they presumably
are the same in every human being, if we assume the classical defi-
nition of a human being as a “rational animal.” In Kant’s view, this
classical definition amounts to saying that the Aristotelian logical
forms constitute the essence of human beings and that, for us, they
are absolutely reliable.

Kant’s philosophical achievement involves investigating the foun-
dations of scientific judgments, moral judgments, and judgments of
pure beauty, and discerning that underlying each of these forms of
judgment there is an abstract logical form whose unconditional
nature, if respected, recognized, and properly acted upon, will guar-
antee agreement between people, no matter when or where they
might live. Of greatest importance to Kant was his discovery that
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the foundations of morality can be defined exclusively in reference
to our common human rationality, and that the ultimate ground of
doing the right thing consequently has nothing essentially to do
with the pursuit of pleasure, sense-gratification, personal inclina-
tion, and the contingencies that vary from person to person.

In Kant’s aesthetic theory, we will witness much the same as what
can be found in his moral theory in terms of its formality and degree
of high abstraction, except that the basic topic will be judgments of
pure beauty rather than moral judgments. Kant will similarly
argue, however, that sensory charm, sense-gratification, historical
contingencies, and empirical variabilities in general cannot be the
basis of judgments of pure beauty. His view is that when judging
an object’s beauty, our attention should be directed only towards
the object’s rational form – a form whose capacity to resonate with
our common human way to know things produces a disinterested,
non-sensory, and knowledge-centered satisfaction of its own.

Indeed, as we shall see, Kant’s theory of knowledge, his analysis
of the disinterested pleasure in beauty, along with his association
of beauty with both morality and science, are all based on his
Aristotelian conception of logic, his assumption that this logic is
inherent and invariant in the human being, and his assumption that
our powers of knowing are themselves modeled upon these ele-
mentary structures of logic. The power and attractiveness of Kant’s
philosophy is based on having identified this common rational con-
stitution that everyone shares, and on having subsequently devel-
oped accounts of science, morality, and beauty that issue from this
universal and unconditional basis. At the same time, he conceived of
this common rational constitution as being relative only to human
beings as far as we can know, and left it as a tantalizingly open
question and eternal mystery, whether or not the world in itself
has such rational qualities. His own rational faith was that it does.

THE HISTORICAL COMPOSITION OF THE CRITIQUE OF
THE POWER OF JUDGMENT

For most of his career, Kant assumed that judgments of beauty and
sublimity are empirical, experience-based judgments that vary
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from person to person and from circumstance to circumstance. He
held this belief as late as 1781, as can be inferred from a footnote in
the Critique of Pure Reason (A21) where he states, in effect, that
aesthetics is largely an empirically variable discipline.

The turning-point in Kant’s mind – those months when he dis-
covered a way to formulate a solidly non-empiricist theory of
beauty, and when the idea for a third Critique was born – can be
traced to several letters Kant wrote from mid-1787 to the end of
that year, immediately after completing his Critique of Practical
Reason. In a December 1787 letter to Karl Leonhard Reinhold
(1757–1823), Kant mentioned that his new discoveries about the
possibility of writing a “critique of taste” stemmed from attending
closely to the elements of knowledge (viz., concepts and intuitions)
and the mental powers associated with them (viz., understanding
and imagination). This suggests that in his reflections on the rela-
tionship between the cognitive faculties of understanding and
imagination in their aim to acquire scientific knowledge, Kant was
able to discern a non-sensory, universalistic, a priori foundation for
judgments of pure beauty.

In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant had just succeeded in
identifying a different type of feeling which, however, was simi-
larly universalistic and independent of sensory pleasure. This was a
feeling related to morality. With his subsequent recognition of a
universal feeling related to the cognitive operations of the under-
standing and imagination in their aim to acquire scientific knowl-
edge, Kant not only discerned a way to establish a non-empirical
theory of beauty. He also saw a way to close the gap between sci-
ence and morality in reference to beauty, since the feeling of
beauty bears relationships to both. Insofar as a theory of beauty
could thereby serve as a logical connecting link between science
and morality, the possibility emerged for a third Critique that
would complement the first two Critiques, which had addressed
science and morality respectively.

There is some uncertainty regarding the thematic and historical
sequence in which Kant composed the various sections of the third
Critique. What seems to be clear, is that he first analyzed judg-
ments of pure beauty in reference to the above-mentioned, univer-
salistic, non-sensory feeling, to explain how they can have a
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universal validity (§§1–22; §§30–40). Then, he built the rest of the
book up from this foundational insight. Attending to this question
of universal validity is how Kant presumably started his work in
later 1787 as the “Critique of Taste,” and why it bore that initial
name.

The segment on the sublime (§§23–29) is a curiosity for textual
archaeologists, since it stands peculiarly between the thematically-
connected §§1–22 and §§30–40 and begins with a noticeably new
terminology – one that introduces a systematically useful distinc-
tion between “reflecting” and “determining” judgment that some
historians of the text trace to mid-1789. If accurate, this dating
suggests either that Kant composed the section on the sublime
after mid-1789, or that he revised it to incorporate the phraseology
concerning reflecting judgment. Kant had long been thinking
about the sublime, having published Observations on the Feeling
of the Beautiful and Sublime in 1764, and it is an open question
whether he wrote the third Critique‘s section on the sublime after
mid-1789, or whether he revised earlier material to include refer-
ences to reflecting judgment, even though its structure suggests it
was written hastily.2 This uncertain situation holds for most of the
work. It is consequently fair to say that much of what can be said
about the composition of the third Critique remains speculative,
since Kant was previously interested in all of its main topics in one
way or another. This makes it difficult to tell whether the segments
were newly conceived or were ideas that he already had in mind
semi-composed.

Such archaeological considerations have little bearing on the
actual and resulting philosophical exposition (which is our main
concern here) and strength of Kant’s arguments, but they do help
to resolve some puzzles about why certain topics appear in the text
when they do, and why different terminologies are used in differ-
ent parts of the work, sometimes seeming to appear out of
nowhere. For such purposes, the basic point to keep in mind is that
Kant’s original 1787 title for the third Critique was the
Foundations of the Critique of Taste, centering exclusively on
judgments of pure beauty. By 1789, the title had evolved into the
Critique of the Power of Judgment, centering (in part retrospec-
tively, since Kant had continued to work on the project in 1788)
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not only on judgments of pure beauty, but also on judgments of
natural beauty, artistic beauty, and natural teleology. This expan-
sion of themes was in view of a more theoretically encompassing
emphasis upon the faculty of judgment in general that could sys-
tematically integrate Kant’s overall philosophical project of coordi-
nating nature and morality, not only in reference to judgments of
pure beauty, but also in reference to teleological, purpose-specify-
ing, judgments.

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY AESTHETIC THEORY PRIOR TO
KANT

In conjunction with its status as an exceptional philosophical trea-
tise, Kant’s third Critique is also a historical document whose con-
tents, despite the manuscript’s ahistorical tone, display the
influence of earlier writers. With respect to the Critique of the
Power of Judgment, these influences are located mainly within
German and British philosophies of the earlier 1700s. In Britain,
most of the thinkers involved were writing under the influence of
John Locke (1632–1704); in Germany, most were writing in light of
the philosophy of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716). There
are variations in approach and emphasis within each group, but
speaking generally, the British philosophies tended to ground
themselves on empirical observation and the results of experimen-
tal science, whereas the German philosophies were more directly
inspired by the logical certainty of mathematical reasoning. Kant’s
aesthetic theory acknowledges both approaches: he accepts that
beauty is based on a kind of satisfactory feeling that is paradigmat-
ically stimulated by an encounter with some given empirical
object, but he accounts for this feeling, not through an external
reference to a resulting physical sensation, but through a more
reflective and internal reference to a formal, non-sensory interplay
between mental capacities that everyone shares.

In conjunction with the possibility of undertaking an archaeol-
ogy of the text as briefly described above, investigating when each
segment was composed, and so on, it is also possible to undertake a
genealogical study of Kant’s third Critique, whereby one traces
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each key theme back to earlier writers in a threadlike manner, with
the aim of subsequently weaving all of the threads together in the
end – acknowledging the essential contribution of Kant’s own
genius in the final stylistic combination – to reconstitute the third
Critique. This is not the aim of the present GuideBook, but I will
indicate some of these threads in a generalized manner to provide
some historical perspective on the main themes that Kant intro-
duces and sometimes discusses at some length. These themes can
be grouped under the three headings of “disinterestedness,” “per-
fection,” and “beauty and morality.”

Many authors were writing in Britain and Germany on the
above topics, far in excess of what Kant had directly available in
Königsberg, and it is important to identify which among them
Kant had read or had heard about reliably. The question is straight-
forward within the field of German philosophers – at least in refer-
ence to the key topics that appear in his aesthetic theory. Although
the following list is not exhaustive, we can indicate that Kant was
immediately conversant with the works of G. W. Leibniz, Christian
Wolff (1679–1754), Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714–62),
Georg Friedrich Meier (1718–77), and Moses Mendelssohn
(1729–86). Among British writers, we know that with respect to
topics discussed in his aesthetic theory, Kant read in German trans-
lation, the works of Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746), Henry Home,
Lord Kames (1696–1782), David Hume (1711–76), Alexander
Gerard (1728–95), and Edmund Burke (1729–97).3

From the tradition of Leibniz and Wolff – who had themselves
absorbed an assortment of conceptual distinctions from the phi-
losophy of René Descartes (1596–1650) – Kant inherited a three-
fold manner of classifying ways of apprehending an object.
Specifically, an object can be apprehended distinctly, clearly or
obscurely.4 A distinct apprehension involves identifying the object
clearly against some background and then specifying its essential
properties; a clear apprehension involves identifying the object
sharply against some background, but without necessarily being
able to specify its essential properties, since they remain confused;
an obscure apprehension is where one cannot clearly identify the
object against some background. The greater the clarity, the
greater the basic articulation and separation of perceptual ingredi-
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ents; the greater the distinctness, the greater the conceptual
understanding.

According to Leibniz and Wolff, distinct apprehensions are only
possible within the realm of thought. Clarity can be a property of
either purely conceptual or sensory apprehension (since both per-
ceptions and conceptions can be well articulated and can have sharp
contours) and it therefore represents an intermediary stage
between obscure perception and distinct conception. Within this
hierarchical arrangement, one would, for instance, first apprehend
an object in an obscure manner, then sharply isolate it from its
background in an effort to clarify its perceptual presence, and then
apply a process of reflection and abstraction to remove the confu-
sion within the object for the purpose of apprehending it at the
non-sensory level of thought and definitions.

This tripartite distinction between obscure, clear, and distinct
apprehensions anticipates and inspires (although it does not
exactly match) a tripartite Kantian distinction that we will discuss
below. The latter is a distinction among three types of satisfactions,
namely, those of sensory gratification (the agreeable), the satisfac-
tion in beauty (the beautiful), and the satisfaction in moral con-
sciousness (the good). In accord with this, we will find in some
parts of the third Critique a gradual ascension from sensory grati-
fication to moral awareness via the intermediary experience of
beauty. For instance, given an object that is clearly apprehended,
but where its sensory charm is initially confused with its form, we
can then abstract from its sensory charm and attend only to its
spatio-temporal form, reflect accordingly upon the object’s form,
and experience a satisfactory feeling in the object’s beauty. From
this, we can then additionally draw an analogy between the experi-
ence of beauty and moral awareness, owing to their mutual
abstraction from sensory gratification in conjunction with their
both having a kind of universality.

To accomplish this ascension to moral awareness, Kant called
upon accounts of disinterested attention and the nature of the sat-
isfactory feeling associated with beauty, the most salient of which
was from his contemporary, Moses Mendelssohn (1729–86), whose
views lead one to appreciate that the satisfactory feeling associated
with beauty need not have a sensory ground. From the British the-
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orists such as Hutcheson, who referred to an internal sense of
beauty (among several internal senses) that differed from our
external five senses, there is some impetus to formulate an account
of the satisfactory feeling associated with beauty in reference to a
non-physical, or non-external, sense that – with some further
argument – can be assumed to be the same in everyone. In addi-
tion, Alexander Baumgarten referred to the power of genius as
involving the harmony of the mental faculties, and this allows not
only for the satisfactory feeling associated with beauty to be
explained in reference to the harmony of the cognitive faculties,
but also allows for the theory of genius to play a central role in
bringing together beauty and morality. Baumgarten’s conception
of the perfection of sensory apprehension also has affinities to
Kant’s notion of aesthetic ideas and common sense.

The central relationship between beauty and morality that we
encounter in Kant’s aesthetics can also be traced back to British
aesthetic theory in the works of Anthony Ashley Cooper, the 3rd
Earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713). Enhancing this with a theistic
element, are some reflections from Hutcheson, who speculated on
the role of God as a being who coordinates nature with our moral
aspirations. In further development of the relationship between
aesthetic experience and morality, we also have Kant’s discussion of
the sublime, which was influenced significantly by Mendelssohn,
Edmund Burke, and Kames, whose writings on the sublime he had
read.

These authors represent the bulk of the sources from which
Kant adopts his terminology, distinctions, formulation of problems,
and philosophical emphases that constitute his aesthetic theory.
His aesthetic theory nonetheless carries his own stamp and
expresses his own particular formulation of a philosophical project
that aims to coordinate the mechanical, empirical, and factual natu-
ral laws with the ideal, subjectively-discovered and purely rational
moral law that he adamantly believes prescribes how we ought to
behave. This interest in coordinating nature and morality is the
driving force of Kant’s aesthetics, as we shall see presently in the
pages that now follow.
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[[FFiirrsstt PPaarrtt,, CCrriittiiqquuee ooff AAeesstthheettiicc JJuuddggmmeenntt.. SSeeccttiioonn II.. AAnnaallyyttiicc ooff
AAeesstthheettiicc JJuuddggmmeenntt.. BBooookk II.. AAnnaallyyttiicc ooff tthhee BBeeaauuttiiffuull..]] In the first
22 sections of the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant ana-
lyzes the structure, grounds, and objects associated with “judg-
ments of taste” (Geschmacksurteile). To do this systematically, he
organizes his exposition according to a fourfold division inherited
from the logic books of his time. This fourfold division also guided
his earlier analyses in the Critique of Pure Reason and Critique of
Practical Reason. In the first Critique, for example, Kant structured
his expositions of the logical preconditions for any human experi-
ence into the four logical aspects of “quantity,” “quality,” “rela-
tion,” and “modality.” These will be further described below, since
they apply similarly to Kant’s present analysis of judgments of
taste. In the second Critique, he used the same fourfold structure to
organize his treatment of moral issues.

Kant’s topic in the third Critique as a whole is concerned specifi-
cally with judgments of a particular sort, namely, those that are
purpose-related in a manner that is either determinate (i.e., when
the purposes are specified) or indeterminate (i.e., when they are
not). The fourfold logical format referred to above continues to

1
THE PLEASURE IN PURE BEAUTY

(§§1–22; §§30–40)



apply, and Kant utilizes this division as a template – with varying
degrees of success – to organize his expositions of aesthetic and
teleological judgments, both of which are purpose-related types of
judgment.

As outlined in the Critique of Pure Reason, logical quantity
concerns whether a judgment’s scope extends to only a single
thing, to some things or to all things; logical quality concerns
whether a given judgment is positive, negative or unlimited;1 logi-
cal relation concerns whether the judgment is categorical, hypo-
thetical or disjunctive; logical modality concerns whether the
judgment is presented as only a possibility, as an actuality, or as a
necessity. A judgment such as “This rose is red,” for instance, is a
singular, positive, and categorical judgment that asserts a matter of
fact. Kant will argue that a judgment such as “This rose is beauti-
ful” is a singular, positive, categorical judgment that, rather
intriguingly, asserts a matter of necessity. His analytic exposition
of judgments of pure beauty is accordingly partitioned into four
main logical aspects or “moments” (Momente), following the
above divisions, and any instance of a judgment of pure beauty will
embody the four aspects simultaneously.

A judgment such as “this is beautiful” also, however, has a peculiar
subjective component in that it amounts to a person’s report about
how, upon disinterestedly contemplating an object’s form, the object
makes him or her feel. This entails that judgments of beauty will
require furthermore a specialized analysis within the basic parame-
ters of the standard fourfold division of logical judgments, since this
crucial subjective factor needs to be additionally elucidated.

To highlight the different moments of judgments of pure
beauty and to introduce an assortment of aesthetics-related
themes, Kant organizes his analysis of judgments of pure beauty –
an analysis that grounds the remaining discussions in the Critique
of Aesthetic Judgment – according to the four following logical
headings, which we will discuss in the sequence, following Kant’s
text. He presents:

§§§§11––55:: [[QQuuaalliittyy]]2 The first moment of the judgment of pure
beauty, with respect to its quality. This concerns the judg-
ment’s ddiissiinntteerreesstteeddnneessss.
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§§§§ 66––99:: [[QQuuaannttiittyy]] The second moment of the judgment of pure
beauty, with respect to its quantity. Although the judgment of
pure beauty is always singular in logical form, this second
moment concerns the judgment’s uunniivveerrssaalliittyy in reference to
its grounds.

§§§§ 1100––1177:: [[RReellaattiioonn]] The third moment of judgments of pure
beauty, with respect to the relation of the purposes that such
judgments bring into consideration. This concerns the judg-
ment’s ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss.

§§§§ 1188––2222:: [[MMooddaalliittyy]] The fourth moment of pure judgments of
beauty, with respect to the modality of the satisfaction in the
object. This concerns the judgment’s nneecceessssiittyy.3

As noted above, in the initial sections of the Critique of
Aesthetic Judgment, Kant is concerned with analyzing the fea-
tures of a particular kind of judgment that he calls a “judgment
of taste” (Geschmacksurteil). It is easy to assume that this type
of judgment is made every time someone intends to judge a
thing’s beauty and makes the pronouncement, “X is beautiful.”
In fact, however, the majority of such “actual” judgments of
taste might not be attending to the object’s beauty at all, but to
other features of the object, such as its sensory charm or its
attractive meaning. We must therefore distinguish between
actual judgments that are intended to be judgments of taste and
ideal judgments of taste. Ideal judgments of taste attend to the
object’s beauty exclusively.

The bulk of Kant’s initial analyses in §§1–15 concern ideal judg-
ments of taste. His concern is to describe the essential features of
such judgments, and he aims to characterize the perfect attitude
that would stand as the ideal for anyone who would like exclu-
sively to judge an object’s beauty. In such an ideal situation, as we
shall see, the judgment of taste would be disinterested, would
demand universal agreement, would attend to the object’s purpo-
siveness, and would involve a kind of necessity. To underscore such
idealizing intents on Kant’s part, I will refer to a “Geschmacksurteil“
(which would literally be translated as a “judgment of taste”) as a
“judgment of pure beauty.”
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THE FIRST LOGICAL MOMENT: JUDGMENTS OF PURE
BEAUTY ARE AESTHETIC AND DISINTERESTED (§§1–5)

Aesthetic Judgments vs. Cognitive Judgments

[[§§11:: ““TThhee JJuuddggmmeenntt ooff TTaassttee iiss AAeesstthheettiicc””]] The most fundamental
assertion in the Critique of the Power of Judgment is that judg-
ments of pure beauty are aesthetic judgments. They are based on
feelings of pleasure or displeasure, i.e., how something makes us
feel:

To decide whether something is beautiful or not, we relate the repre-
sentation, not through the understanding to the object for cognition,
but through the imagination (perhaps joined with the understanding)
to the subject and its feeling of pleasure or displeasure.

(§1, Ak 203 (4), G 89, P 44, M 41, B 37)

Kant formulates this characterization with several background
assumptions about how the human mind operates. To start, he dis-
tinguishes a representation(s) of an object from the object itself, as
when several people all perceive the same object and where it is
possible to distinguish the object itself from the way each person
perceives it. For instance, if each person drew a picture of the object
that he or she was seeing, the pictures would each look different,
given the different angles from which each was drawn. The object
itself, however, would remain constant and independent of the var-
ious perspectives or representations taken upon it. When judging
an object’s beauty, Kant maintains that we refer immediately to
how the object presents itself to us, and we attend thereby to our
own representation of the object. An object’s beauty concerns first
and foremost how the object appears to you or to me, and we each
reflect upon how that appearance makes us feel.

The above excerpt also reveals how Kant identifies and isolates
various mental capacities and how he describes our psychological
processes in terms of the interaction of those capacities. In the pre-
sent case, we have the representation of an object, and two ways to
relate ourselves to this representation, either for the purposes of
cognition (i.e., to obtain knowledge of the natural world), or in ref-
erence to how the representation makes us feel. To comprehend,
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cognize or empirically know the object in some determinate way,
we call upon the understanding. To judge how the representation
makes us feel, we presumably call mainly upon the imagination.
As we read the very first sentence of the Critique of the Power of
Judgment, we thus have before us (1) the representation of an
object, (2) two stated ways to interpret that representation, and (3)
two mental capacities – understanding and imagination – through
which we can focus the interpretation in one direction or another.

Distinctive in this philosophical arrangement is the claim that
when we judge the pure beauty of an object, we are not deciding
whether the representation of the object tells us anything true
about the object or provides empirical or scientific knowledge of it.
The relevant factor in beauty is not objectively directed to securing
factual information about the object. Rather, what is relevant is
subjectively centered, for it initially concerns only how the object’s
appearance makes us feel. We disengage our interest from the cog-
nitive, knowledge-related contents of our representation of the
object, and in judging the object’s beauty we attend only to the
pleasurable or displeasurable feelings that the object’s presentation
generates through our judging of it.

Judgments of pure beauty thereby concern themselves in the
first instance with subjective feelings of pleasure and displeasure,
although they are directed towards objects that have properties
with the power to generate these feelings. Judgments of pure
beauty are not cognitive judgments where we attend to an object’s
qualities to determine what sort of thing it is. From the outset,
then, there is a distinction between cognition (i.e., objectively
knowing about or comprehending an object) and merely experienc-
ing how the object makes us feel (i.e., aesthetic awareness).

Kant consequently refers to judgments of pure beauty as aes-
thetic judgments, in contrast to cognitive judgments. The term
“aesthetic” does not refer exclusively to beauty, however, and –
this is a crucial point – not all aesthetic judgments are judgments
of pure beauty. Some aesthetic judgments do not involve beauty at
all. Kant refers to judgments of beauty as aesthetic judgments, as
one might refer to diamonds as minerals, as opposed to plants.

The term “aesthetic” derives from the Greek “aistheta“
(αισθητα), which means “sensible particulars.” Within the present
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context, “aesthetic” refers simply to that which is related to feeling.
An aesthetic judgment is about how something makes us feel, and
there are different kinds of feelings that have respectively different
sources or grounds. Some of these feelings and grounds are peculiar
to judgments of pure beauty and some are not.

It is consequently important to note at the outset that in the
absence of added qualifications such as “pure” or “reflective,” it is
terminologically confusing if the term “aesthetic judgment” is
used flatly as a synonym for either “judgment of pure beauty” or
“judgment of taste” within Kant’s aesthetics. “Aesthetic judgment”
is a comprehensive generic category under which judgments of
pure beauty (e.g., “this object (which happens to be a snowflake) is
beautiful”) along with judgments of sensory gratification (e.g.,
“this wine has a spicy, citrus aroma”), not to mention judgments of
the sublime (e.g., “the starry skies are mathematically sublime”),
are included as distinct species, just as primates, rodents, and mar-
supials are included under the class “mammal.”

Kant concludes §1 with some examples that foreshadow his
upcoming analysis of judgments of pure beauty. The first example
is of some given regular, purposive construction (ein regelmäßiges,
zweckmäßiges Gebäude). Such a construction, as “purposive,” is
one whose organization very strongly suggests, although it does
not necessitate, that it was intelligently designed. Kant states that
in view of such a purposive presentation, we can either begin to
wonder what sort of thing it specifically is, or we can more gener-
ally and less determinately “hold the presentation up to the entire
faculty of representation” and derive a feeling from the overall
intelligibility of the presentation’s design, quite independently of
being concerned with what sort of thing we have before us. Kant
associates this latter activity of judging a presentation’s abstract
and formal intelligibility with judging the presentation’s pure, or
free, beauty.

In later sections, Kant expands upon what this sort of aesthetic
judgment more specifically involves, and indeed, the above exam-
ple of the purposive construction encapsulates the rudiments of his
theory of beauty. At present, though, he only states that when we
judge a presentation with respect to its degree of overall intelligi-
bility with respect to its design, we derive a pleasure or displeasure
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that can be present independently of trying to comprehend what
sort of thing we are perceiving. Kant adds that even if we had a pre-
sentation that had no sensory content (e.g., some abstract mathe-
matical or geometrical structure), our judgment would still be an
aesthetic judgment, if we were to consider solely how the presenta-
tion’s configuration makes us feel. Whether the presentation has a
sensory content or whether it is purely conceptual or formal makes
no difference. We can aesthetically judge the formal configuration
of either sort of presentation in a judgment of pure beauty.

Judgments of Pure Beauty are Not Grounded upon Interests

[[§§22:: ““TThhee ffeeeelliinngg ooff aapppprroovvaall tthhaatt ddeetteerrmmiinneess tthhee jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff ppuurree
bbeeaauuttyy iiss ddeevvooiidd ooff aallll iinntteerreesstt””]] After having established that the
basic quality of judgments of pure beauty is “aesthetic,” Kant con-
tinues with a definition of the term “interest” (Interesse) and
asserts that when we have an interest in something, the represen-
tation of that thing’s existence produces a liking, satisfaction, or
feeling of approval (Wohlgefallen).4 He maintains further that
desire is necessarily related to the feeling of approval in the exis-
tence of things, and that interests therefore accompany desires.
Interests and desires go together, for if one has an interest in some-
thing, then one has the desire that the object will be a reality. It
follows that if there is some pleasure that arises independently of
whether the object that causes it is physically real or merely imagi-
nary, then interests and desires would not be involved in explain-
ing the basis of the pleasure. Kant maintains that the latter is
exactly the case in the satisfaction that is associated with pure
beauty, and he concludes that judgments of pure beauty are disin-
terested judgments and are independent of the faculty of desire.
Judgments of pure beauty accordingly require an attitude of disin-
terestedness on the part of the person making the judgment.

To support this contention that the pleasure in pure beauty is
distinct from the pleasures associated with interests and desires,
Kant offers a thought experiment to show that judgments of pure
beauty are independent of practical affairs. Suppose that we have
an image of a palace before us. To deny that the palace is beautiful
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because it took an excessive amount of money and human labor to
build it would be to confuse the cause of the building with how the
building looks. Similarly, supposing alternatively that the palace
were only a vision in the air, to deny consequently that the build-
ing is beautiful because it is only an imaginative vision would be to
confuse the building’s possible physical existence with how it hap-
pens to appear as a mere image. If the building looks exactly the
same as a vision and as a physically real palace, then the distinction
between imagination and reality makes no aesthetic difference. The
palace’s merely imaginary existence would not detract from how it
looks. Neither would the palace’s actual existence need add any-
thing to how it looks. The situation is similar to how, if one had ten
imaginary dollars in one’s pocket, or if one had ten actual dollars in
one’s pocket, the “ten” remains the same in both cases.

Kant concludes from such examples that reflection upon the
actual causes of the presentation – an activity which introduces the
issue of whether or not the presentation refers to an existing
object, either natural or artificial – is beside the point when judg-
ments of pure beauty are concerned. What is exclusively relevant,
once again, is simply how the intelligibility of the presentation’s
design makes us feel. Judgments of pure beauty should not, in
other words, depend upon the existence of the object of the judg-
ment, as would be the case, for instance, if we were praising the
quality of a satisfying restaurant.

In §§1–2, then, Kant argues that judgments of pure beauty are
independent of both cognitive (i.e., theoretical) determinations and
desire-and-interest-related (i.e., practical) determinations. The for-
mer are essentially scientific concerns, the latter are moral con-
cerns in the broad sense, and Kant claims that judgments of pure
beauty are reducible to the contents of neither. Judgments of pure
beauty stand as a third sort of judgment within an independent
philosophical sphere of their own.

In sum, judgments of pure beauty are a species of aesthetic
judgment and, owing to their non-knowledge-producing and disin-
terested quality, are distinguished from cognitive judgments, moral
judgments, any type of aesthetic judgment that involves interests
(e.g., judgments of sensory gratification), along with concerns
about whether or not the object actually exists as either a natural
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or artifactual object. Kant detaches the judgment of beauty from all
of these considerations and it is consequently a rather purified
form of judgment.

To elaborate on these distinctions, Kant contrasts such judg-
ments of pure beauty with two different types of judgments that
carry an interest with them. The first is a contrasting type of aes-
thetic judgment, namely, judgments of sensory gratification. These
he discusses in §3. The second is moral judgments, which are the
topic of §4.

Varieties of Interest-grounded Judgments (I): Judgments of
Sensory Gratification

[[§§33:: ““TThhee ffeeeelliinngg ooff aapppprroovvaall iinn tthhee aaggrreeeeaabbllee iiss bboouunndd uupp wwiitthh
iinntteerreesstt””]] Having established that judgments of pure beauty are
disinterested aesthetic judgments, Kant sets the stage for distin-
guishing more explicitly between the two main species of aesthetic
judgment, one of which includes judgments of pure beauty. To
establish this distinction, he begins by disentangling a confusion
associated with the word “sensation” (Empfindung). In the broad-
est scope of the word, it is possible to say that any satisfying expe-
rience is a sensation of some sort. If one adopts this extended
meaning, then it is tempting to infer that since only input from the
five senses stimulates and establishes our cognitive and practical
connections to the physical world, then all satisfaction is ultimately
a form of sensory gratification. This would transform beauty into a
kind of sensory gratification.

Kant rejects this line of reasoning and distinguishes between
satisfactions that are grounded in the five senses, and satisfactions
that are otherwise grounded (e.g., they can be grounded in exclu-
sive reference to non-sensory concepts and mental processes). As a
rule, he reserves the word “sensation” specifically for pleasures and
displeasures related to the five senses, and uses the term “feeling”
(Gefühl) more generally to refer to aspects of experience that
include non-sensory satisfactions, lest one beg the question about
whether there are, in fact, any non-sensory satisfactions. This
opens the door to recognizing non-sensory satisfactions, and allows
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for further discussions that explain how such non-sensory satisfac-
tions are possible.

Kant now recalls the earlier distinction drawn between disinter-
ested pleasures as opposed to interest-grounded pleasures (i.e.,
related to the existence of objects) and he associates sensory plea-
sures with the latter. He refers to these as satisfactions related to
what is agreeable (angenehm) in sensation, or what can also be
referred to as satisfactions related to sensory gratification.

Having now differentiated feeling from sensation, Kant further
distinguishes within the sphere of sensation itself, one meaning of
the term “sensation” where we refer simply to the way some raw
sensory experience, say, of “greenness,” subjectively feels, as opposed
to how we can apprehend the same patch of green as being a qual-
ity of some external object. This yields two ways to interpret any
given sensation, either subjectively or objectively, and it struc-
turally matches the initial sentence in §1 where a representation is
considered either in reference to feeling or to cognition. With
respect to sensations, he states presently:

The green color of the meadows belongs to objective sensation, as a
perception of an object of sense; its agreeableness belongs, however,
to subjective sensation, through which no object is represented, i.e.,
to feeling . . . 

(§3, Ak 206 (9), G 92, P 48, M 45, B 40)

An implication-filled aspect of Kant’s analysis of subjective sen-
sory satisfactions – what he refers to as the agreeableness of the
sensation – is his claim that when there is a subjective sensory sat-
isfaction, we necessarily desire that the satisfaction continue, and
therefore have an interest in the item that is objectively related to
the sensation. No subjective sensory satisfaction can consequently
be a disinterested satisfaction. To express this fact about sensations,
Kant states that what is agreeable in sensation produces a feeling
of gratification (Vergnügen). All sensory gratification is conse-
quently bound up with interests.

This brings us to an important conclusion about judgments of
pure beauty: the feeling of approval peculiar to them cannot rest
on sensory stimuli, interests, sensory satisfaction or, what is the
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same thing, sensory gratification. To judge that a gratifying spoon-
ful of sugar, or a glassful of wine, is beautiful, is to misuse the word
“beautiful” within Kant’s aesthetics. In view of examples of this
gustatory kind, his claim about the non-sensory foundation of
judgments of pure beauty is compelling.

It should be mentioned, though, that we should wonder whether it
is equally mixed up to refer to a rose’s delicate perfume, or a sun-
set’s charming colors, as beautiful, since setting aside sensory grati-
fication cancels out the relevancy of these qualities as well. Some
of the paradigm cases of beautiful things – roses, lotus blossoms,
sunsets, diamonds, certain birdsongs, peacocks, and the like – derive
much of their beauty from sparkling colors, soft textures, and
pleasing sound qualities. All such sensory qualities, however, can-
not enter centrally into judgments of pure beauty on Kant’s view.

Kant has now set before us the generic sphere of aesthetic
judgment, along with a specific, yet fundamental, distinction
between judgments of pure beauty and aesthetic judgments of sen-
sation. Judgments of pure beauty are disinterested, whereas aesthetic
judgments of sensation are combined with a gratifying interest
and, strictly speaking, do not directly relate to beauty.

Varieties of Interest-grounded Judgments (II): Judgments of
Goodness

[[§§44:: ““TThhee ffeeeelliinngg ooff aapppprroovvaall iinn tthhee ggoooodd iiss bboouunndd uupp wwiitthh iinntteerreesstt””]]
Kant has distinguished judgments of pure beauty from judgments
that yield empirical knowledge of objects (i.e., cognitive judgments)
and also from judgments that involve an interest in an object’s exis-
tence (i.e., practical judgments). This differentiates judgments of
pure beauty from judgments characteristic of science and morality.
He has also distinguished judgments of pure beauty from aesthetic
judgments of sensation (Sinnenurteile). This corresponds to his
distinction between pure aesthetic judgments and empirical aes-
thetic judgments, and it reinforces the independence of judgments
of pure beauty from the activity of accumulating bits of empirical
knowledge. In §4, he now attends to distinguishing clearly between
judgments of pure beauty and judgments of goodness.



Kant introduces the conception of moral goodness that he devel-
oped in previous works and states that that which is good, “by
means of reason, pleases through the mere concept.” In feelings of
approval related to moral goodness, we thus have before us a sec-
ond type of non-sensory satisfaction that might easily be conflated
with the disinterested satisfaction associated with judgments of
pure beauty. The difference is that moral goodness and the feeling
of approval associated with it, is practically oriented towards the
world and carries with it an interest in the existence of objects,
whereas judgments of pure beauty do not. Unlike judgments of
pure beauty, moral goodness is directed practically towards doing
the right thing, and in this way Kant underscores, despite their
affinities, how judgments of moral goodness and judgments of
pure beauty, along with the respective, non-sensory feelings asso-
ciated with them, are distinct.

In Kant’s moral theory, the morally good is behaviorally real-
ized by formulating a maxim of one’s action – a definite rule rela-
tive to the type of situation at hand, e.g., “when under duress, I
will act dishonestly to escape the problem” – and determining
whether that rule can succeed in being generalized into a universal
law, applicable equally to everyone. Essential in this process of gen-
eralization is knowing initially what sort of situation one is in,
defining it accurately, and employing a set of specific concepts that
allow one to judge the rationality of one’s action. To decide
whether any action is morally possible or not, one holds the action
up to rational scrutiny, in other words.

In the above case, the universal generalization would fail, since
it is contradictory to assert as a universal law for people’s behavior,
“for any person under duress, he or should act dishonestly to
escape the problem.” This is because the institutionalization of
lying, in principle, would undermine the very meaning and possi-
bility of lying. To express the general situation philosophically,
Kant employs the categorical imperative (i.e., unconditional com-
mand), “act so that the maxim of your will could always count at
the same time as a principle of universal legislation.”5 The effect is
to assert that for moral purposes, one should always act from the
perspective of a human being in general, in the interests of human-
ity, and independently of one’s personal interests.
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With respect to judgments of pure beauty, not only does Kant
distinguish them from judgments of goodness on the ground that
the former include no interests, whereas judgments of goodness
carry with them an interest in realizing certain effects in the
world, he also distinguishes between the two sorts of judgments in
reference to the need to employ concepts that specify the sort of
thing we are judging. In moral judgments, it is essential to specify
what sort of situation we are in. When making a judgment of pure
beauty, it makes no difference whether or not we know what sort
of thing we have before us. Judgments of pure beauty do not spec-
ify the sort of thing we are judging, and this distinguishes them
further from judgments of goodness.

In the following excerpt, Kant draws a short summary of his
reflections up until this point, and distinguishes on the one hand,
judgments of pure beauty from judgments of goodness, and on the
other, judgments of pure beauty from judgments of sensory grati-
fication. His characterization of judgments of goodness, as we shall
see, is stated in reference to judging “what kind of thing the object
ought to be” – a style of reflection he will later associate generally
with “judgments of perfection.” He writes:

To find something good, I must always know what kind of thing the
object ought to be, i.e., I must have a concept of it. To find beauty in
something, I do not need that. Flowers, free delineations, lines wan-
deringly intertwined in each other called “foliage” – signify nothing,
depend on no definite concept, and please nonetheless. The feeling of
approval in the beautiful must depend upon the reflection on an
object that leads to some sort of concept or other (it is undetermined
which). It thereby also separates and distinguishes itself from the
agreeable, which rests entirely on sensation.

(§4, Ak 207 (10–11), G 93, P 49, M 46, B 41)

Assuming that we require no prior concept of an object’s purpose
to judge whether or not it is beautiful, a mystery in the above quo-
tation – soon to be resolved – concerns how, in the act of making
the judgment of beauty, our reflection on an object nonetheless
leads to some sort of concept or another, even though it makes no
difference what the particular concept happens to be. This is a
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puzzling view on the face of things, since we now encounter judg-
ments that involve no specification of what the purpose of the
thing we are judging happens to be, but nonetheless lead to some
concept or other, even though we are not concerned with acquiring
empirical knowledge of the object.

We will describe what constitutes this peculiar activity of judg-
ing in §9. For the present, we can see that judgments of pure
beauty are somehow involved with conceptual activity. They are,
however, clearly not concerned with the existence of objects and
are not grounded in sensory pleasures. Moreover, despite their
similar emphasis upon conceptual activity and despite their hold-
ing a presentation up to rational reflection as we find in judgments
of moral goodness, neither do judgments of pure beauty involve
knowing what sort of thing we are judging, and by implication, do
not involve knowing what the object is for.

Varieties of Satisfaction: Disinterested vs. Interested

[[§§55:: ““CCoommppaarriissoonn ooff tthhee tthhrreeee ssppeecciiffiiccaallllyy ddiiffffeerreenntt kkiinnddss ooff ffeeeell--
iinnggss ooff aapppprroovvaall””]] Kant began the Critique of the Power of
Judgment with a series of considerations that would soon allow
him to distinguish the sphere of pure beauty from the spheres of
cognition, morality, and raw sensation. In particular, judgments of
pure beauty are subjectively-grounded and disinterested whereas
the latter three involve interests and are related to objective condi-
tions in the world. Judgments of pure beauty are also contempla-
tive and they set us at a distance from practical affairs. Kant refers
further to the satisfaction in pure beauty as a free satisfaction,
insofar as our judgment of an object’s pure beauty ought not to be
determined by practical concerns or conceptual definitions. What
remains to be articulated is a positive account of our mental opera-
tions, when we judge an object’s pure beauty. Kant concludes the
First Moment with the following summation:

Taste is the capacity to judge an object or a kind of representation
through a satisfaction or dissatisfaction devoid of all interest. The
object of such a satisfaction is called beautiful.

(§5, Ak 211 (16), G 96, P 53, M 50, B 45)



So far, we have identified a specific way of judging objects in refer-
ence to their pure beauty, called “taste,” along with a reference to
the sort of feeling of approval involved in this mode of judgment,
namely disinterested. We also have the consequence that although
we are judging the object’s presentation and reflecting upon how
that presentation’s design subjectively makes us feel, our judgment
of pure beauty in its upshot leads us to assert more objectively that
the presentation itself is beautiful.

There is here an obvious analogy to the act of attributing objec-
tively determinate properties to an object, e.g., as when we say that
an object weighs three pounds, as opposed to saying merely that
the object’s presentation gives me, personally, individually, and
subjectively, a feeling of approval. Kant addresses this objectivistic
aspect of judgments of pure beauty in the Second Moment of his
exposition, to which we will now turn. He also reviews and elabo-
rates upon these themes in §§30–40 in the context of justifying the
claim to universal validity that accompanies judgments of pure
beauty. We will discuss the contents of the remarks from those sec-
tions in this chapter’s conclusion.

§§1–5 can now be summarized as follows: Kant begins with the
claim in §1 that the judgment of taste is aesthetic. This means that
it is based on a feeling of pleasure or satisfaction. In §2 he argues
that this feeling of pleasure or satisfaction is not based on any
interests, which implies that it is distinct from both the satisfaction
in what is pleasant in sensation (§3), and the satisfaction in what is
good (§4), whether good for something (the useful) or good in
itself (the morally good). In §5, Kant then compares and contrasts
these three different kinds of satisfaction.

THE SECOND LOGICAL MOMENT: JUDGMENTS OF
PURE BEAUTY ARE GROUNDED UPON A UNIVERSAL
FEELING OF APPROVAL (§§6–9)

Pure Beauty is Based on a Non-Personal, Public Feeling of
Approval

[[§§66:: ““TThhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull iiss tthhaatt wwhhiicchh iiss rreepprreesseenntteedd,, wwiitthhoouutt ccoonncceeppttss,,
aass tthhee oobbjjeecctt ooff aa uunniivveerrssaall ffeeeelliinngg ooff aapppprroovvaall””]] Kant maintains
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that the disinterestedness of judgments of pure beauty entails that
the feeling of approval associated with such judgments must be
independent of one’s own personal conditions, desires, and inter-
ests. Since all modes of sensory gratification, along with utilitarian
and moral interests, have been disconnected from judgments of
pure beauty, nothing related to the specific structures of one’s taste
buds, eyes, ears, nose, and nerve endings in general can enter con-
stitutively into the satisfaction that grounds such judgments.
Neither will anything enter that is related to conceptual definitions
and determinate rules of behavior. Kant believes that this leaves
nothing personal upon which the satisfaction associated with judg-
ments of beauty can be grounded, and for this reason he maintains
that we can expect – or certainly can begin to expect – every person
to experience this feeling identically in relation to any beautiful
object, if everyone were to judge the object in an equally disinter-
ested fashion.6

An important implication of the universal feeling of approval
that grounds judgments of pure beauty is the quality of objectivity
that the judgment carries along with it. To account for this, we
must recall Kant’s theories of space, time, and the categories of the
understanding, insofar as they account for the objective validity of
more specific empirical judgments, such as those whereby we
ascribe mathematical, geometrical, and causal properties to physical
objects. Kant maintains that everyone identically projects space,
time, and a priori concepts such as causality, and that this shared
projection defines a necessary ground for our communal awareness
of objects that have publicly apprehensible properties. The public
and empirically real qualities of objects arise fundamentally from
how we all similarly project space, time, and the categories of the
understanding upon an unknowable mind-independent reality.
This projection commonly structures our human experience and
lends objectivity to our empirical judgments.

The general idea is that if there is a mode of awareness that
everyone necessarily and universally shares – if there is a mode of
awareness that is founded in a priori conditions – then this mode
of awareness generates a sense of publicity and objectivity, and
contributes to our apprehension of being together in a shared and
common world. Kant explained in the Critique of Pure Reason
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how this sense of publicity is generated by the experiential applica-
tion of the determinate a priori forms of space, time, and the cate-
gories of the understanding, and he now brings these results into
his account of the universality of judgments of pure beauty.7

Here, in the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant analyzes
judgments of pure beauty in reference to our universally-shared
mode of awareness that lends objective validity to specific judg-
ments about the qualities of natural objects, and he extends to pure
judgments of beauty, the sense of publicity and validity that he
more basically associates with the former. Specifically, Kant claims
that the disinterestedness of the feeling of approval associated with
judgments of pure beauty embodies the very sense of publicity
that stems from the a priori grounds through which we, for
instance, ascribe mathematical and geometrical properties to
objects. Indeed, as we shall see, it will be such mathematical and
geometrical properties (which are formal properties related to time
and space, respectively) that will in fact stimulate the beauty-
related, universal feeling of approval to begin with.

The peculiarity of judgments of pure beauty, however, is that
they do not entail that we specify what sort of thing we are con-
templating, and indeed require that we disregard such knowledge.
(The situation is similar to how, as a medical doctor, we would dis-
regard a person’s name when measuring a person’s height,
although we might well know who the person is.) The ascription of
beauty to the object refers to the same shared cognitive structures
that Kant discusses in the Critique of Pure Reason, except that in
the case of beauty, he refers to these shared structures at a higher,
generic level that is independent of giving conceptual definitions of
the object’s purpose. This type of validity, as I will describe later in
more detail, is therefore closely akin to the validity of mathemati-
cal, geometric, and causal attributions. The difference is that in the
absence of any determinate conceptual specification of the appre-
hended object, the sense of objectivity involved can only be generi-
cally characterized in reference to a specific feeling that is related
to the optimal operation of cognitive functioning in general.

The universal validity of judgments of pure beauty does not
require us to refer to the application of determinate concepts in the
acquisition of empirical knowledge, but as noted, this universal

the pleasure in pure beauty 31



validity is based nonetheless – at a higher level of abstraction – on
the same a priori cognitive processes that make empirical judg-
ments possible. We will see this in further detail below. Judgments
of pure beauty have a universal ground, and they are, for instance,
akin to mathematical, geometric, and causal judgments, but since
their ground is apprehended only by means of feeling in the
absence of determinate concepts, their universality will not be a
logically provable matter.

What we can gain so far is a sense of the abstractness of judg-
ments of pure beauty with respect to both the type of properties in
the object they reflect upon, and the type of universality and public
quality they embody and convey. No defining concepts are
involved, but their ground can nonetheless be subjectively defined
in reference to a universal feeling of approval. In one respect, their
objectivity is akin to that of mathematical and geometric judg-
ments insofar as the objectivity is directly related to cognitive
functioning. On the other hand, the objectivity of judgments of
pure beauty is subjectively and also more abstractly defined, and
like moral judgments, the feeling of approval associated with them
is non-sensory. Nonetheless, judgments of pure beauty involve a
rationality-related judgment of an object insofar as the object is
held up for scrutiny “to the entire faculty of representation”
although, unlike moral judgments, the rationality involved does
not involve trying to define or comprehend the object, and is of a
different order.

Although Judgments of Pure Beauty are Not Provable, they
Nonetheless Oblige Everyone’s Agreement

[[§§77:: ““CCoommppaarriissoonn ooff tthhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull wwiitthh tthhee aaggrreeeeaabbllee aanndd tthhee ggoooodd
tthhrroouugghh tthhee aabboovvee cchhaarraacctteerriissttiicc””]] Since the disinterested nature of
the satisfaction associated with judgments of pure beauty leads us
to ascribe beauty to the object itself, as if it were an objective, pub-
lic quality of the object, and since this disinterestedness is indepen-
dent of our private conditions and interests, it makes no sense to
say of something, that it is merely beautiful “for me.” When we
believe that we are making a judgment of pure beauty and are
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assuming that we are judging disinterestedly, there is the expecta-
tion that everyone else who judges disinterestedly will arrive at a
very similar, if not exactly the same, conclusion, for we are not
judging as private individuals, but are judging solely in light of our
capacities as human beings in general.

Hence, as in the related case of moral judgments, where the uni-
versality of everyone’s capacity to reason is equally assumed in
making such judgments, and where there is a comparable, if not
stronger, demand for agreement, Kant maintains that when we
believe that we are making judgments of pure beauty, we demand
(fordern) that others agree. To the extent that we are confident that
our judgment is disinterested, the demand follows. In both moral
judgments and in judgments of pure beauty, then, a sense of
“ought” consequently accompanies the judgment, for in both sorts
of judgment, we judge as human beings in general, rather than as
private individuals with personal interests. This is the key idea that
later allows Kant to make deep-rooted linkages between beauty
and morality.

It is also undeniable that people often disagree in their actual
judgments of pure beauty. To eliminate some of the confusion
involved in such situations, Kant notes that it is helpful to keep in
mind the distinction between what is beautiful as opposed to what
is gratifying or agreeable in sensation. Judgments about the quality
of wine, food, or attractive musical instrumentation, for instance,
refer to what is agreeable and it is therefore important to append
the phrase “for me,” when making aesthetic judgments in refer-
ence to these items. Rule-of-thumb empirical generalizations are
possible in such cases, as when cooks use salt, sugar, and pepper, or
when they add lemon to a curry mixture, or a bit of cardamom to
coffee, but such rules admit of exceptions.

One can “have taste” in matters of cooking, but in Kant’s aes-
thetics this sense of gourmet taste is independent of judgments of
pure beauty. Such a gourmet taste involves a different species of
aesthetic judgment altogether, viz., judgments of sensory gratifica-
tion that are relative to the individual who makes the judgment. In
contrast, judgments of pure beauty carry with them in principle an
agreement-forcing universality that admits of no exceptions. They
are not sensation-based and are grounded on a disinterested feeling
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of approval whose exact source in our common human nature still
remains to be specified.

From this discussion we can see how judgments of pure beauty
stand in a theoretical space between judgments that literally and
appropriately ascribe mathematical and geometric properties to
objects (i.e., the objects can in fact have the properties ascribed) and
judgments that ascribe objective properties to objects in only a figu-
rative and projective way. Among the latter would be a judgment that
the untasted sugar crystals in a sugar bowl are themselves “sweet.”

Strictly speaking, the ascription of sweetness to untasted sugar
is inappropriate, since sweetness is a property that arises only
when the sugar is tasted and experienced. Moreover, to some peo-
ple the sugar might taste simply sweet, whereas for others with
differently-structured taste buds, the sugar might, for instance,
have a bitter taste as well. The feeling associated with pure beauty
compares to the pleasant taste of sugar in that it refers to the qual-
ity of someone’s experience. It differs, however, in that the quality
of the feeling associated with pure beauty does not vary from per-
son to person as can the taste of sugar. Owing to the universality of
the feeling of pure beauty, it makes greater sense to say that the
object itself is beautiful, even though strictly speaking, this is not
true.

[[§§88:: ““TThhee uunniivveerrssaalliittyy ooff tthhee ffeeeelliinngg ooff aapppprroovvaall iiss rreepprreesseenntteedd
iinn aa jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff ttaassttee oonnllyy aass ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee””]] Kant now summarizes
the results from the preceding discussions, highlighting how the
phrase “aesthetic judgment” is not synonymous with “judgments
of taste” (i.e., judgments of pure beauty), and how it is a generic
categorization that encompasses both judgments of sensory gratifi-
cation and judgments of pure beauty:

I can call the first the taste of the senses [Sinnen-Geschmack], the
second the taste of reflection [Reflexions-Geschmack], insofar as the
first makes merely private judgments, while the second makes pre-
sumably generally-valid (public) judgments, although both make aes-
thetic (not practical) judgments about an object, regarding merely the
connection with the relation of its representation to the feeling of
pleasure and displeasure.

(§8, Ak 214 (22), G 99, P 57–58, M 54, B 48)
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Kant is careful to emphasize that the logical form of judgment
embodied by judgments of pure beauty is always the singular
judgment, e.g., of the form “this rose is beautiful.” All judgments
of pure beauty are also first-person judgments: in every instance of
a judgment of pure beauty, it is necessary to perceive the object for
oneself and experience the disinterested feeling of approval
involved. At the same time, the attitude one adopts is the general
standpoint of a human being in general. In this respect, one sets
aside personal considerations, and the judgment of beauty is made
with the intention of expressing a universal voice. One states, in
effect, “when considered exclusively in reference to my capacity to
judge simply as a human being in general, I find this object beauti-
ful,” and aims to judge as all people would disinterestedly judge.

Despite the universal voice one adopts in judging an object’s
pure beauty, this universality does not involve a process of gener-
alization to other objects of the same kind. That is, it contradicts
the aesthetic nature of judgments of pure beauty to reason from
premises that refer to some objects judged to be beautiful, to other
objects that have not yet been experienced. One could indeed see a
few examples of beautiful objects (that happen to be roses), and
then judge logically that the rest of the examples in the same set-
ting are beautiful, but this generalization would not be a judgment
of pure beauty.

Given these reflections, Kant reaffirms that judgments of pure
beauty are not logical judgments that involve relationships of validity
between conceptual premises and conclusions, and that judgments
of pure beauty do not issue from drawing logical implications or
constructing proofs. Accordingly, it is impossible to persuade some-
one that an object is beautiful, if he or she has not somehow per-
ceived the object in question. These considerations show how
logical judgments and judgments of pure beauty are distinct, even
though both involve the assertion of a universal validity.

The Key to the Critique of Taste

[[§§99:: ““IInnvveessttiiggaattiioonn ooff tthhee qquueessttiioonn:: wwhheetthheerr iinn tthhee jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff
ppuurree bbeeaauuttyy tthhee ffeeeelliinngg ooff pplleeaassuurree ((LLuusstt) ccoommeess bbeeffoorree tthhee jjuuddggiinngg
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ooff tthhee oobbjjeecctt,, oorr wwhheetthheerr tthhee jjuuddggiinngg ooff tthhee oobbjjeecctt ccoommeess bbeeffoorree tthhee
ffeeeelliinngg ooff pplleeaassuurree””]] The unusual title of §9 asks whether in a
judgment of pure beauty, the satisfaction is prior to (vor der) one’s
judging of the object, or vice-versa. Kant announces importantly
that determining an answer to this question is essential for under-
standing the nature of such judgments. It is, as he says, the key
(Schlüssel) to the critique of taste.

Kant’s question is difficult to comprehend at first sight, since
nothing that he has explained up until this point in the Critique of
the Power of Judgment has suggested that there can be alternative
sequences between “having some sort of positive feeling” and
“making a judgment,” with respect to whether the former could be
prior to the latter or vice-versa (or perhaps, even be simultaneous).
We will consider each alternative in a moment.

The situation here in §9, however, is very similar to some of the
discussions in Kant’s other works, the most obvious of which is his
account of the universality of moral judgment in the first chapter
of the Critique of Practical Reason (see theorems 1–3). In that dis-
cussion, Kant argues that if the empirical objects whose reality we
desire are prior to (vor der) our moral principles, then the moral
principles themselves would depend on the qualities of the given
objects, and would therefore only be empirical, contingent princi-
ples, rather than universal principles. They would also thereby con-
cern mainly our sensory gratification and individually-variable
happiness and would therefore have no universal force.

Kant argues that if the foundations of morality are to be univer-
sal and necessary, then the empirical objects desired cannot be prior
to the moral principles themselves. It must be the other way
around: the moral principles must be prior to the empirical objects
whose reality would be their consequence. This entails that the
foundational moral principles need to be considered in abstraction
from their empirical content, and hence for Kant, considered only
with respect to their form. The result is to identify the mere form
of law itself, or the basic idea of lawlike, regular, rule-bound behav-
ior at the foundation of moral awareness.

Kant’s analysis of judgments of pure beauty follows the same
reasoning pattern in an effort to explain how such judgments can
have a universal validity. This aligns his theory of pure beauty
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with his moral theory in terms of its underlying structure and it
hints at an idea to be developed at the end of the Critique of
Aesthetic Judgment, namely, that beauty is a symbol of morality.
We will explore this symbolic relationship in Chapter 4. At pre-
sent, we can consider Kant’s discussion of judgments of pure
beauty and explore the alternatives he outlines in the title of §9.

Suppose that one apprehends an object, feels some immediate
satisfaction and then judges – somehow based on the felt quality of
the satisfaction – that the object is beautiful. In this case, the judg-
ment depends upon an immediately pleasurable feeling. Kant
believes that in such a situation it would be impossible, or at least
mysterious, to discern the exact nature of the approval, such as to
decide whether it is disinterested or interested. Moreover, in aes-
thetic judgments of sense – the sort of aesthetic judgment that
immediately contrasts with judgments of pure beauty – the plea-
sure is in fact prior to the judgment, such as when we taste food, so
the above scenario aptly describes what occurs in aesthetic judg-
ments of sense. This suggests that in relation to judgments of pure
beauty, if the satisfaction is prior to the judgment, then the satis-
faction related to judgments of pure beauty will be on a par with
aesthetic judgments grounded on sensory pleasure. Such a result is
dangerously consistent with the reduction of the pleasure in
beauty to sensory gratification, even though it does not imply such
a reduction.

To distinguish sensory satisfaction from the satisfaction in
beauty, the theoretical results are more promising if we reverse the
sequence. In this alternative, the judgment of the object must be
foundational, and a feeling of satisfaction must radiate from the
very act of judgment. This alternative allows for a sharp distinction
between aesthetic judgments of pure beauty and aesthetic judg-
ments of sense, based on the priority of the elements in the judg-
ing process. Here, one would initially adopt a disinterested attitude
towards an object, apprehend the object through this attitude, i.e.,
judge it accordingly, and feel, or not feel, some consequent
approval. The approval would thereby depend upon an initially dis-
interested attitude that one adopts along with the associated judg-
ing activity, and it would reflect and embody the disinterested
attitude.
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Given that Kant has already characterized judgments of pure
beauty as disinterested, as being grounded upon a universally-
ascribable feeling of approval, and as independent of determining
what sort of thing the object that we are judging happens to be,
this second option, where the judging is a precondition for the feel-
ing of approval, is obviously the position to adopt for consistency’s
sake, assuming one can articulate the details. This calls for identify-
ing a kind of judgmental activity that captures all of the character-
istics that Kant has so far ascribed to judgments of pure beauty.

The Harmony of the Cognitive Faculties of Understanding and
Imagination

To identify this judgmental activity, Kant begins by recalling that
the satisfaction which grounds judgments of pure beauty is uni-
versal, and carries with it the same style of general validity (but of
an indeterminate kind) that we encounter when we refer to the
public, intersubjective, spatio-temporal qualities of things. Within
his philosophy as a whole, this validity is paradigmatic of empirical
knowledge insofar as our experience is conditioned by space, time,
and the categories of the understanding. This is the exclusive
sphere in which we can ascribe an intersubjective validity to our
judgments where the knowledge involved is a determinate empiri-
cal knowledge of objects. Hence Kant asserts that “nothing . . . can
be universally communicated except cognition and representation
so far as it belongs to cognition.” The universal feeling of approval
that grounds judgments of pure beauty must therefore be directly
related to cognition in some manner.

Cognition, which ordinarily results in the determinate empirical
knowledge of an object, involves a situation where we are either
given an object and subsequently apply some concept to the object,
or where we start with some concept and then apply it to an object.
The former are “reflecting” cognitive judgments and the latter are
“determining” cognitive judgments. In the former case, we reflect
upon the object’s presentation and then ascertain, for example,
what sort of thing it is, such as when we see some person in the
distance and recognize the person as our friend John. In the latter
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case, we look for some object that fits a prior concept, such as when
we are going to meet our friend John, and are trying to pick him
out from within a crowd of people. The cognitive results are the
same in both cases: an object “S“ and a definite concept “P“ are
linked together to form a judgment of the form, “S is P.”

Although this is the standard model for cognitive judgment, it
cannot be the model for judgments of pure beauty. Kant has
already argued that the universal feeling of approval that grounds
judgments of pure beauty is independent of knowing anything
about what sort of object we are judging, so this feeling must be
independent of any specific cognition that yields empirical knowl-
edge. The only way to account for the feeling in relation to cognition,
then, is to refer to cognition as it can be conceived of indepen-
dently of asserting of an object, determinately and with closure,
that the object is of this or that type, kind, or species. This point is
of the essence in Kant’s theory of judgments of pure beauty.

When judging a rose’s pure beauty, we need not know, and
should not take into account, that the flower is called a “rose,” or
that it has this or that biological function. Cognition must
nonetheless be involved, since the universality of the feeling of
approval that grounds judgments of pure beauty is explained in
reference to the universality of cognition. The situation is a pecu-
liar one, and these considerations shed some light on Kant’s remark
in §4 above that the satisfaction in pure beauty involves reflecting
upon an object in a way that leads to some sort of concept or other,
but to no specific concept.

Kant infers that the satisfaction that grounds judgments of pure
beauty can therefore only be related to “cognition in general,”
rather than to cognition as it operates specifically in the definite
assignment of concepts to objects. This importantly shifts his anal-
ysis to a higher level of generality, for attention is now being given
to the interrelationships of the faculties involved in acquiring
empirical knowledge in general, as they operate in all instances of
empirical knowledge, and that, despite this level of generality, carry
with them a sense of public validity. His exposition is as follows:

Now if the determining ground of the judgment regarding this univer-
sal communicability of the representation is to be conceived of merely
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subjectively, namely without a concept of the object, it can be nothing
other than the state of mind that is met with in the relationships of
our representational powers to each other insofar as they relate a
given representation to cognition in general (Erkenntniß überhaupt).

The cognitive powers that are set into play through this represen-
tation are thereby in a free play, because no determinate concept lim-
its them to a particular rule of cognition. Therefore the state of mind
in this representation must be that of a feeling of the free play of the
powers of representation in a given representation in reference to a
cognition in general.

(§9, Ak 217 (28), G 102, P 61–62, M 57–58, B 52)

Kant’s strategy in explaining the nature of the universal satisfac-
tion that grounds judgments of pure beauty is ingenious. Knowing
that he cannot refer to specific acts of cognition and their attendant
satisfactions to account for this feeling, and knowing that it must
nonetheless be related to cognition to account for its universality,
he resolves the difficulty by considering the conditions and pur-
poses of cognition in general – or, what amounts to the same thing,
to “the power of judgment in general” – and states that when
judging an object’s beauty, we regard the object in view of the con-
ditions and purposes of cognition in general.

This is roughly analogous to looking at some object, and
approving of the object in light of its capacity to lead us to appreci-
ate the sheer pleasure of being able to see at all, or of hearing some
sound, and approving of the sound, not as an instance of this or
that type of sound, but approving of the sound in light of its capac-
ity to lead us to appreciate the satisfaction in simply being able to
hear, or of walking down the street, and approving of that activity,
not in view of where one is going, but in light of its capacity to
lead us to appreciate the satisfaction in being able to move at all.
Similarly, it is analogous to approving of one’s daily activities, not
in view of some job that one has, but in view of their capacity to
lead one to appreciate the pleasure of simply being alive. Not all
objects achieve such effects to the same degree. Some epitomize the
experience of sight, hearing, movement or life itself.

In each of these analogies, we attend to the specific perception
insofar as it supports an experience of the general pleasure of the
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sense modality or living condition in abstraction from the situa-
tion’s specific aims and practical details. In the analogous case of
pure beauty, we apprehend an object, and do not approve of the
object for the sort of knowledge it provides. Instead, we approve of
its formal structure in light of its capacity to lead us to appreciate
our general capacity, or power, for knowing anything at all. Beauty
is linked to a general satisfaction in being cognitively active and
alive, and Kant suggests this at the outset when he states in §1 that
the feeling of approval in beautiful things is related to the feeling
of life. This is all consistent with saying that some sorts of objects
and activities more easily lead us to approve of the general condi-
tions of life.

To identify the nature of the satisfaction that pure beauty pro-
vides, we thus need an account of how the general processes of cog-
nition are structured in general, and how Kant believes they
operate when we judge a thing’s beauty. Since we are referring to a
feeling of approval associated with cognition in general, no specific
cognitions can play a substantial role in producing this universal
feeling. So when some object is appreciated in relation to cognition
in general, the cognitive powers will be stimulated and will remain
active, but will remain active in a disengaged condition, free from
applying concepts to the object to determine what sort of thing it is.

As noted previously in the introductory chapter above and now
worth reiterating, Kant’s theory of knowledge extends from the
nuclear idea that in an act of knowledge, an individual is specified
by some concept, as symbolized in the judgment “S is P,” where S
is an individual and P is some concept. In the Critique of the Power
of Judgment, Kant takes this account for granted, along with his
primary assumption that, with respect to cognition, the elementary
parts of the mind correspond to the elementary parts of the judg-
ment. He maintains accordingly that the mind has a storehouse of
mental images (the imagination), and associated with this, a store-
house of concepts (the understanding). In an act of cognition, these
two parts of the mind – more exactly and technically, the imagination
for the composition of the manifold of intuition and understanding
for the unity of the concept that unifies the representation – are
brought into relationship, just as the two elementary parts of the
judgment are brought into relation in a specific act of judgment.
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The imagination is the storehouse of “S‘s” (i.e., intuitions or
representations of individuals) and the understanding is the store-
house of “P‘s” (i.e., concepts or universals) and when the imagina-
tion and understanding are stimulated into a free play – when they
are harmoniously coordinated with each other, and set for making
some specific judgment – the very structure of the mind expresses
the general union of intuitions and concepts. This reflects the logi-
cal structure of the “S is P“ judgment and it pleasurably instanti-
ates “cognition in general.”

We can see here how Kant’s psychological and epistemological
theories are inspired by the basic form of logical judgment, which
itself expresses his assumption that human beings are essentially
rational animals. With respect to the “S is P“ logical structure of
the harmony of the cognitive faculties, Kant writes later in §35:

. . . as a subjective power of judgment, taste contains a principle of
subsumption, not of intuitions under concepts, but of the faculty of
intuitions or presentations (i.e., of the imagination) under the faculty
of concepts (i.e., the understanding), insofar as the former in its free-
dom is attuned with the latter in its lawfulness.

(§35, Ak 287 (146), G 167, P 151, M 143, B 129)

We can thus refer to the free play of the cognitive faculties as
themselves embodying at a higher, generic level, the elementary
form of judgment, “S is P.” One could say that the harmony of the
cognitive faculties directly expresses the power of judgment in
general, and that the universal feeling of approval in beauty is the
pleasurable expression of the power of judgment. Since we are
involved here with cognition and hence, with public, communal
agreement and validity, Kant maintains that this feeling of
approval that grounds judgments of pure beauty is none other
than the postulation and projection of the idea of public, social,
intersubjective validity in general (i.e., the feeling and the sense of
a social or communal agreement are not separate). For this reason,
he maintains that judgments of pure beauty carry with them the
demand that other people agree.

Kant concludes the Second Moment with the statement, “beau-
tiful is that which is universally appreciated, without a concept.” In
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this section, however, he has done more than develop the view that
judgments of pure beauty do not involve applying concepts to
objects for the sake of attaining empirical knowledge. He has speci-
fied the nature of the universal satisfaction that grounds judg-
ments of pure beauty and he has identified its source in the
attunement, or harmony, of the cognitive faculties of understand-
ing and imagination – a harmony that makes the acquisition of
empirical knowledge possible to begin with. In the course of this,
Kant has shown how the very harmony of these faculties reflects
the general form of logical judgment, “S is P,” and by implication,
has revealed how we have at the basis of judgments of pure beauty,
a genuine form of judgment – in this instance, a kind of meta-
judgment – as opposed to an immediate sensory pleasure, as is the
case in aesthetic judgments of sensation.

In the key to the critique of taste, then, the “judging of the
object” is prior to the pleasure in the following sense. Let us
assume that we are apprehending an object that has a purposive
form (i.e., it is highly organized and systematic). To judge the
object in terms of its pure beauty, we try to apprehend the object
disinterestedly, and if successful, the object’s purposive form will
then generate a harmony of the cognitive faculties to a degree that
radiates a satisfaction associated with cognition in general. This
satisfaction is the activity of the harmony of the cognitive faculties
which, most importantly, can be seen itself to have the form of a
judgment in general (“S is P“). The experience of the harmony of
the cognitive faculties is thus a mode of judgment that issues in an
experience of satisfaction, owing to the mind’s operating effec-
tively as it ought to operate as a precondition for the acquisition of
knowledge.

The judging of the object thus turns out to be the very experi-
ence of the harmony of the cognitive faculties, albeit instantiated
to a degree of intensity (i.e., these degrees can vary) that matches
the intelligible quality of the object’s purposive form. All of this
takes place within the context of the object being subsumed under
the two faculties considered in unison, in a condition where the
two faculties are in free play with respect to each other, operating
as if they were themselves a “concept” under which the object is
being aesthetically determined. In this particular case, though, the

the pleasure in pure beauty 43



faculties are in a free play with respect to each other, and the qual-
ity of the object stands in relation to the faculties in a way that
determines this free play to some degree of intensity.

In sum, there are two judgmental forms operating, where (1)
contains (2) as a component:

(1) “P” = The imagination and understanding in unison and free
play with respect to each other, which jointly subsume

“S” = The object

(2) “p” = The understanding, which subsumes under it
“s” = The imagination

This yields: (S is [s is p]), i.e., “the object is beautiful” where
“beautiful” designates the meta-judgment “s is p” that represents
the harmony of the cognitive faculties. The pleasure is located in
(2), but only (2) as considered within the larger context of (1)
where the object in (1) is responsible for the pleasure in (2).

The harmony of the faculties, or meta-judgment exemplified by
that harmony – a harmony that is universally communicable, since
it is the expression of “cognition in general” – is analytically prior
to the pleasure that that judgment produces, since first of all, with-
out the harmony there could be no such pleasure, and secondly,
when the degree of harmony is low, there would be no noticeable
pleasure, or possibly even a displeasure if the object’s configuration
is disorganized.8 In the case where the intensity of the harmony is
high, however, we express our feeling of the harmony of the facul-
ties as the judgment, “the object is beautiful.”

The key to Kant’s key to the critique of taste, in sum, resides in
noting first, how the harmony of the cognitive faculties itself
embodies the form of judgment in general, “S is P,” and second,
how this harmony constitutes thereby a kind of meta-judgment
that functions in the judging of the object where we “hold the pre-
sentation up to the entire faculty of representation” (§2). From
what Kant states in other sections (see preceding note), it appears
that the object resonates initially with the imagination and pro-
duces a free play within the imagination itself, and then depending
upon the quality of this free play, the imagination then resonates
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to either a high or low degree with the understanding, thus pro-
ducing a pleasure or displeasure in the free play of the two cogni-
tive faculties to some degree.

Since the harmony of the faculties embodies the very form of
judgment, the satisfaction taken in beauty – a satisfaction that
radiates from the harmony of the cognitive faculties – must there-
fore be construed as being grounded upon the judging of the
object, where this “judging” is none other than the harmony of the
cognitive faculties itself. At a point where the satisfaction radiating
from the harmony of the cognitive faculties reaches a certain
intensity, one would be disposed to refer to the object that occa-
sions such a harmony as “beautiful.” The judging of the object
would thus be theoretically prior to the feeling of satisfaction, even
though judging and the satisfaction might be experientially simul-
taneous in every case.

The situation is comparable to how an electrical current running
through a wire must be prior to, and yet nonetheless under certain
conditions can be simultaneous with, any visual glow that the wire
emanates. If the current is too low, there will be no glow, but when
the current is sufficiently strong, the movement of the electricity
and the glow of the wire can happen simultaneously, if they are
indeed not one and the same, as the glow varies directly with the
electricity’s current. To equate the two, one could say that the glow
is the manifestation of the strong current, rather than the effect of
it. Analogously, one could say that the satisfaction related to pure
beauty is the manifestation of the harmony of the cognitive facul-
ties at a certain level of intensity, rather than the effect of it.

THE THIRD LOGICAL MOMENT: JUDGMENTS OF PURE
BEAUTY REFLECT UPON HOW AN OBJECT’S
CONFIGURATION APPEARS TO HAVE BEEN THE RESULT
OF AN INTELLIGENT DESIGN (§§10–17)

Purposiveness Without Purpose

[[§§1100:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg PPuurrppoossiivveenneessss iinn GGeenneerraall””]] We now have
before us a substantial portion of Kant’s account of the universal
and disinterested feeling of approval that grounds judgments of
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pure beauty. What immediately stands ahead is an account of an
object’s features that occasion the universal feeling that radiates
from the harmony of the cognitive faculties. Even if every compre-
hensible object has a small measure of beauty, objects are beautiful
to different degrees. The harmony of the cognitive faculties can
consequently occur with different intensities, and an account of
these differences is necessary to complete the core account of judg-
ments of pure beauty. Central to this is Kant’s discussion of purpo-
siveness within the context of beauty, and the Third Moment
attends to this concept’s role. Since the harmony of the cognitive
faculties is a logically-structured harmony, and since the purpose
of cognition is the acquisition of knowledge, we will be attending
to features of objects that are directly resonant with these condi-
tions and purposes.

The terms “purpose” (Zweck) and “purposiveness” (Zweck-
mäßigkeit) are closely associated in Kant’s account and he begins
§10 with some definitions. He defines a “purpose” as the object of
a concept whose meaning suggests a plan or intention. For exam-
ple, the purpose of the concept “tonight’s dinner” would be the
actual dinner on the table later in the evening. Within this situa-
tion where a prior concept is given, the “purposiveness” of a con-
cept is correspondingly “the causality of a concept with regard to
its object,” and in the above example, it would be the inner ten-
dency of the concept to refer to its end or purpose and indeed even
stand as a causal power of a teleological sort that produces the end,
as when a cook has it in mind and is guided by the idea of
“tonight’s dinner,” to make the dinner for tonight.

Having drawn this distinction between “purpose” and “purpo-
siveness,” Kant adds a further proviso and rigid constraint upon
the concept of purpose. He maintains that we refer to an object
itself as a purpose (although we would say ordinarily that the
object “has” a purpose) only when the object can be thought of in
no other reasonable way than as the result of some plan or concept.
Nothing can count as a purpose, if it can be easily considered to
have come about by accident or by merely mechanical, natural
means. To speak of purposes involves postulating with no other
reasonable recourse, an intelligence and intentional activity, or
teleological causality, as the source of the object that is referred to
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as a purpose. This happens, for example, when we look at a large
building and are compelled to think of the architects, engineers,
and construction workers who made the building. No one can
imagine how a building could materialize by sheer accident from
natural causes alone, as flowers and plants materialize. Even if the
building’s presence were regarded as a miracle, the miracle would
postulate God’s intelligent activity as the divine cause of the building.

With respect to comprehending the origins of some object, it
might appear to be too strong a requirement to postulate intelli-
gence and rational activity with no other reasonable recourse, if we
conceive of the object as a purpose or end, and indeed it is a strong
requirement. But Kant is explicit in this regard:

Thus where not merely the cognition of an object but the object itself
(the form or existence of the object) as an effect is thought of as pos-
sible only through [nur als durch] a concept of the object, there one
thinks of a purpose.

(§35, Ak 287 (146), G 167, P 151, M 143, B 129)

In effect, if we call some object a purpose, it is tantamount to say-
ing that if we did not postulate some intelligence as the teleological
cause of the object, the object’s presence would be absurd. Given
such a strong relationship between a plan (i.e., a concept) and its
realization (i.e., an object), the concept of purposiveness enters into
the situation by referring to the causal relationship between a plan
and its realization. It refers to the directedness of a concept towards
some specific end and expresses the presence of a planning intelli-
gence that specifies how things will happen.

Within this context, Kant introduces the adjective “purposive”
(zweckmäßig) to refer, not to concepts that have a purposiveness or
causal power, but to objects, states of mind, and actions, i.e., the
sorts of things that could count as purposes. This introduces a sub-
tle distinction between objects that are regarded as purposes and
objects that are regarded as purposive.

The distinction is as follows: when we regard an object as a pur-
pose, the object is regarded as possible only through the existence
of some prior plan or concept; when we regard an object as purpo-
sive, we admit the possibility that the object might have come
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about by accident, but add that the object nonetheless compels us
to consider it as having been brought about by a concept. In the
case of referring to an object as a purpose, we face an absurdity in
supposing that object could have happened by accident; in the case
of referring to an object as purposive, we can appreciate in the
abstract how the object might have arisen by accident, but trying
to imagine how this accident might have actually come about leads
to the postulation of unlikely and virtually absurd scenarios. The
two conceptions are quite close. Kant writes:

An object or state of mind or even an action is called purposive –
even if its possibility does not necessarily presuppose the representa-
tion of a purpose – merely because its possibility for us can only be
explained and conceived insofar as we assume as its ground a causal-
ity according to purposes, i.e., a will that has arranged them so in
accordance with the representation of a certain rule.

(§10, Ak 220 (33), G 105, P 65, M 61–62, B 55)

According to these definitions, to say that an object is purposive is
not to say that it looks like it might have been designed and that it
is easy to conceive of it as having arisen by accident, as we might
say of a large rock formation that happens to look like a face, or of
the sound of a strong wind blowing through an old cabin that
resembles a howling voice. To the contrary, to refer to an object as
purposive is to assert that our ordinary common sense does not
allow us to think otherwise. We are compelled to ascribe an under-
lying intelligent cause to the object, as would be the case if we were
to observe a set of seashells on the beach in an arrangement that
spelled out the words, “we are seashells.” Although the arrange-
ment could have happened by accident and it remains conceivable
to us that the seashells assumed that form through the accidental
movements of the surf, such a hypothesis seems absurd, and it
remains virtually impossible to dismiss the thought that some
intelligence intentionally arranged them that way.

To refer to something as purposive is to assume that the ascrip-
tion of a background intelligence is compelling, psychologically
unavoidable, and impossible to remove from consideration. The
word “designedness” partially captures the meaning of the term
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“purposive,” but “designedness” must be understood in the strong
sense of there being the undeniable suggestion of design. As we
will see in the last chapter on teleological judgment, Kant believes
that living organisms are purposive in this strong sense, owing to
the mysterious nature of life.

In attributions of purposiveness, despite the compulsion to pro-
ject an intelligence as the teleological cause of an object concerned,
the logical possibility of there having been no intelligent design
allows one to speak of a purposiveness without an actual purpose.
This describes the seashell situation above, where we admit that
the arrangement might have arisen by accident, but where we can-
not reasonably conceive of it as having so arisen. The residual
uncertainty, though, allows for a detachment of purposiveness
from purposes, and this yields a use of the term “purposiveness”
that is detached from any given concept, which refers merely to
the strong appearance of a purpose, as opposed to implying that an
object is actually an end or purpose. In this sense, “purposiveness”
would refer more abstractly to general notion of a directedness
between a plan and an object, independently of any given plan or
concept.

This general notion of purposiveness in abstraction from the
definite activity of any given concept can itself take two forms. The
first is where we have an object, are compelled to ascribe a definite
purpose to it, but remain unsure whether the object was in fact
designed for that particular purpose. This fits the seashell example
above. The second is where we have an object, cannot resist the
thought that it has some purpose or other, but either cannot or
do not ascribe any particular purpose to it. This fits the case of
beauty. The first case is a purposiveness without purpose that
depends upon, or adheres to, a projected concept of a purpose; the
second case is a purposiveness without purpose that is free of such
projections.

In the larger view, Kant’s terminology of “purpose,” “purpo-
sive,” and “purposiveness” is dually-intended to help organize his
aesthetic theory, and to provide a philosophical reference to natural
items whose internal design is so amazing and intellectually
impressive – Kant is writing in pre-Darwinian times, so he is
thinking of the designs of living things as instances – that we cannot
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but suppose that they are the products of a superhuman intelli-
gence. We will later consider this issue in more detail, but it is
worth mentioning at present that between the lines of Kant’s the-
ory of beauty are reflections on the teleological argument for
God’s existence (i.e., the argument from design). As we will see in
the Critique of Teleological Judgment (§§61–91), natural beauty
and living organisms will become indicators, but not altogether
determinate and conclusive ones, of God’s existence. When we con-
sider Kant’s theory of the sublime, we will also notice the presence
of the two other traditional arguments for God’s existence, namely,
the ontological and cosmological arguments that underscore the
Critique’s broader, divinity-related themes.

Kant maintains that judgments of pure beauty are grounded on
the apprehension of the appearance of purposes – they are grounded
upon the apprehension of an object’s purposiveness – rather than
upon the apprehension of actual purposes or ends. This is partially
because judgments of pure beauty do not involve knowing what
the purpose of the thing judged happens to be. Moreover, since
judgments of pure beauty are not based on sensory gratification,
only the object’s spatio-temporal design – at least on the face of
things – can be relevant to the apprehension of an object’s purpo-
siveness, and relevant to stimulating the harmony of the cognitive
faculties. This helps to reveal what sort of purposiveness in the
object we need to consider in making judgments about the object’s
pure beauty.

Unlike what John Locke called ideas of secondary qualities such
as the taste of wine or colors, which Kant considers to be mere sen-
sations, only ideas of primary qualities (i.e., spatio-temporal forms)
belong to the objective, scientific determinations of the object.
They are the only ones that yield empirical knowledge of the
object, insofar as it is a public object (see Critique of Pure Reason,
A28–29 / B44). Given the judgment of pure beauty’s necessary
relationship to cognition in general and to the universal validity of
cognition, the restriction to spatio-temporal configurations follows
straightforwardly.

This primary attention to spatio-temporal form seems to be
Kant’s standard view. In §14, for instance, he uses words such as
“Form,“ in contrast to color (which suggests that the meaning of

the pleasure in pure beauty50



“Form“ here is “shape”), “Gestalt“ (which can also mean
“shape”),”Zeichnung“ (i.e., drawing; delineation; configuration),
“Komposition,” and “Abriß“ (i.e., outline or sketch).

It is nonetheless possible to expand the scope of the term “form”
to include formal interrelationships between meanings, inter-
relationships between colors (as in the case of simultaneous con-
trast of complementary colors) or between tastes (as in the case
of relationships between sweet, bitter, etc., in culinary art), compo-
sitional considerations, and the like. This yields a broader type of
aesthetic formalism that coheres more easily with other sections
of Kant’s text, such as his §49 account of aesthetic ideas within
the context of art. As we shall see below, aesthetic ideas attend
mainly to semantic configurations, rather than spatio-temporal
configurations.

The Purposiveness of an Object’s Form

There are a number of ways that an object could compellingly sug-
gest that it was produced according to a design, i.e., how it could
exhibit a purposiveness without purpose, and some of these ways
do not concern its form, design or configuration, but rather the
material of which it is composed (e.g., plastic). To isolate those
aspects of the object’s purposiveness that are relevant to the
object’s pure beauty, Kant consequently refers to the apprehension
in an object of a species of purposiveness without purpose. This is,
namely, a purposiveness without purpose concerning only the
object’s form. Our reflection upon an object’s purposive form inde-
pendently of the object’s sense-gratification qualities and concep-
tual determinations, in effect, is what he believes occasions the
harmony of the cognitive faculties and generates a universal feel-
ing of approval in reference to the object’s pure beauty, if the pur-
posive form is significantly impressive.

[[§§1111:: ““TThhee ppuurree jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff bbeeaauuttyy hhaass ffoorr iittss ggrroouunndd,, nnootthhiinngg
bbuutt aann oobbjjeecctt’’ss ffoorrmm ooff ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss ((oorr mmooddee ooff rreepprreesseennttiinngg
iitt))””]] When we reflect upon an object for the purpose of judging its
pure beauty, we consider only its form, and consider this form only
in relation to whether it compels us to ascribe an intelligent cause
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to that form. This is to reflect upon the purposiveness of the
object’s form, or its “purposiveness of form.” In the title of §11
above, Kant introduces a different notion which he calls an object’s
“form of purposiveness.” This expression simply reiterates the
claim that when we reflect upon an object with respect to its
beauty, we ascribe a purposiveness without purpose to the object.9

Kant refers synonymously to purposiveness without purpose as
the “form of purposiveness,” because he coordinates the content of
purposiveness with those situations where the perceived purpo-
siveness is not merely apparent, but actual, such that an actual pur-
pose is linked with the perceived purposiveness. He states that
every purpose, whether it is subjective or objective, involves an
interest and a concept, and since judgments of pure beauty are dis-
interested and not based on conceptual determinations, the purpo-
siveness involved in such judgments is a purposiveness considered
in abstraction from its purposes or content, and hence is only the
“form” of purposiveness.

Given these reflections on the concept of purposiveness without
purpose (i.e., the form of purposiveness) and the instantiation of
the form of purposiveness in the more specific purposiveness of an
object’s form, Kant augments his account of the feeling of approval
that grounds judgments of pure beauty and states generally that
the purposiveness without purpose in a representation through
which an object is given, constitutes (or more precisely, occasions)
the feeling of approval that we judge to be universally communica-
ble, and hence is the determining ground of the judgment of pure
beauty.

Implicit here is the assumed requirement that the sort of purpo-
siveness without purpose under consideration can only be the pur-
posiveness of the object’s form, for as noted above, Kant believes
that we paradigmatically reflect specifically upon to the object’s
spatio-temporal form in our judgment of pure beauty. This is
because on the face of things, the spatio-temporal forms and their
link to cognition in general establish the reason why we require
others to agree with our judgments of pure beauty. To make full
sense of Kant’s claim that the disinterested feeling of approval that
grounds judgments of pure beauty stems from the apprehension of
an object’s purposiveness without purpose (i.e., the form of purpo-
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siveness), it is important to underscore that the form of purposive-
ness is instantiated exclusively in the object’s purposiveness of
form. That is, it is instantiated in the intelligence-indicating quality
of the object’s configuration, either narrowly or broadly construed.

These reflections coordinate the harmony of the cognitive facul-
ties with the purposiveness of the object’s form, and indicate that
when we disinterestedly contemplate an object aesthetically, the
intelligibility of the object’s form resonates with our cognitive fac-
ulties and generates a feeling of approval – a feeling that is inde-
pendent of sensory gratification and which concerns merely the
quality of the object’s configuration. Owing to its effort to account
for the universality that we ascribe to judgments of pure beauty,
Kant’s theory of beauty becomes unquestionably formalistic.

The Purposiveness of the Harmony of the Cognitive Faculties

[[§§1122:: ““TThhee jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff ppuurree bbeeaauuttyy rreessttss oonn aa pprriioorrii ggrroouunnddss””]]
§12 is a conceptually dense and important section where Kant
adds detail to his position that judgments of pure beauty rest on
structures of cognition that are knowable a priori. He draws an
analogy to the feeling of pure rational respect that arises in moral
judgment to illuminate the nature of the disinterested feeling of
approval related to beauty. This is an association we have already
noted above in §9 concerning the key to the critique of taste. To
recall, in the case of moral judgments, a non-empirical, rationally-
grounded teleological cause determines us to act morally, and Kant
claims that there is a feeling of approval in the very condition of
being rationally-determined. It is a feeling of self-approval related
to acting with respect towards who we essentially are as rational
beings.

Kant introduces his account of moral satisfaction to put aside a
potential problem that he sees implicit in his account of beauty.
With respect to moral satisfaction, he notes that this feeling does
not issue from the rational determination of the will as a side-
effect or independent consequence, but is identical to the very
experience of being rationally-determined. This construal avoids
the problems inherent in saying that the rational determination of
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the will causes a satisfaction – an account that would introduce the
need to explain the relationship between the two, which itself
could turn out to be tenuous.

Kant claims that in the case of judgments of pure beauty, the
structure of the situation is the same: the feeling of approval that
grounds judgments of pure beauty emerges as a manifestation of
the activity of the harmony of the cognitive faculties, and is not a
detachable side-effect of the cognitively harmonious activity. With
this reasoning, Kant more easily circumscribes the satisfaction that
grounds judgments of pure beauty within the bounds of the a pri-
ori structures of cognition and accordingly maintains that judg-
ments of pure beauty rest exclusively on a priori grounds.

In light of this explanation, Kant characterizes the harmony of
the cognitive faculties in more exact terms, stating that when the
cognitive faculties are in harmony, they are geared towards pro-
ducing of knowledge natural objects. In the satisfaction related to
pure beauty, the cognitive faculties are not, however, directed
towards attaining any specific knowledge. There is instead an inter-
relationship between them that is the power of judgment itself as it
stands in a disengaged and abstracted form. By definition, the cog-
nitive faculties are directed towards the goal of attaining empirical
knowledge – this is their purpose or end – but in their disengage-
ment from specific application, the purpose or end is suspended.

Given this characterization of the harmony of the cognitive fac-
ulties, the concept of purposiveness enters once again. This time,
however, it is used in reference to the harmony of the cognitive
faculties themselves, which can now be seen to embody a purpo-
siveness without purpose, or form of purposiveness, of their own.
The harmony of the cognitive faculties is purposive with respect to
attaining knowledge of natural objects, but since these faculties
remain in a free play, they remain at the level of cognition in gen-
eral, and hence at a disengaged level where the purpose of the har-
mony of the faculties is not being realized. There nonetheless
remains a feeling of approval in the experience of the very power
of judgment, considered generally, and this is identical to the satis-
faction in pure beauty. It is comparable to the feeling of approval in
flexing, limbering, and loosening up one’s muscles before lifting a
heavy weight. In the case of beauty, the satisfaction amounts to a
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feeling of self-approval related to one’s cognitive power – a cogni-
tive power that all humans share.

To say that the purpose of the harmony of the faculties is not
realized, however, is not to suggest negatively that in the experi-
ence of pure beauty there is any failure involved in their operation.
We would not say, for instance, that a person fails to lift a weight
when the person is busy limbering up his or her muscles and
enjoying the feeling of physical power. Nor would we say that a car
fails to move when the driver is only revving up the engine and
appreciating the car’s power. Nor would we say that since a car is
meant for driving that the car’s idling should be understood as
some mode of the car’s failure to drive. The case is the same for
positively appreciating the power of judgment in general.

This leads us to distinguish between several senses of the term
“purposiveness” that arise within Kant’s discussions. First, there is
the generic distinction between purposiveness with purpose (i.e.,
purposiveness with content) and purposiveness without purpose
(i.e., the form of purposiveness, or purposiveness without, or in
abstraction from, content). Second, there are three specific applica-
tions of the phrase, “purposiveness without purpose.” The first of
these does not depend upon a concept and refers objectively to the
presentation of an object. This is the object considered with respect
to its internal configuration and the configuration’s associated pur-
posiveness of form, relative to the systematic quality of that con-
figuration, such that we cannot but postulate an intelligence as the
object’s cause. This fits the objective aspect of the experience of a
thing’s beauty.

The second application of “purposiveness without purpose”
depends upon a concept of an actual purpose. It refers subjectively to
the quality of the harmony of the cognitive faculties that is stimu-
lated by the apprehension of an object’s purposiveness of form. With
respect to this quality of this harmony, this would be a purposive-
ness dependent upon a purpose in that we can specify what the
harmony’s purpose happens to be (viz., to serve as a precondition
for empirical knowledge), and a purposiveness without purpose in
that the harmony of the cognitive faculties remains in free play,
indeterminate and suspended from the realization of their purpose.
This fits the subjective aspect of the experience of a thing’s beauty.
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The third application of “purposiveness without purpose”
depends upon a concept of a projected purpose. It refers to how a
beautiful object can be said to be purposive in the sense that it
seems (for whatever reason) to have been designed for the express
purpose of stimulating the harmony of the cognitive faculties. This
would be a purposiveness dependent upon a projected purpose in
that we can specify what the object’s aesthetic purpose appears to
be (viz., to stimulate the harmony), and a purposiveness without
purpose in that we cannot be certain that the beautiful object was
indeed designed, let alone designed for us in particular.

Central to Kant’s account of judgments of pure beauty, then, is a
coordination between an object’s perceived purposiveness without
purpose with respect to its configuration (viz., its designedness)
and the harmony of the cognitive faculties’ purposiveness without
purpose that the apprehension of that object occasions (viz., the
positive feeling of the power of judgment in relation to cognition
in general). The first is an object-related form of purposiveness and
the second is a subject-related form of purposiveness. Both are
coordinated in the experience of pure beauty via the third form of
purposiveness mentioned above. We will see this same sort of coor-
dination between subjective and objective aspects of the experience
of pure beauty arising in the “deduction” or legitimation of judg-
ments of pure beauty, when Kant explains how their universal
validity has an objective basis.

Such distinctions are important to draw, because the formal
structure of the beautiful object is not identical to the correspond-
ing formal structure of the mind, and because neither of these is
identical to the relationship that brings them together, even
though all three are described with the phrase “purposiveness
without purpose.” Kant claims that the harmony of the cognitive
faculties radiates the universal feeling of approval that grounds
judgments of pure beauty, but this harmony and feeling of
approval cannot be equated with anything in the object itself,
which remains as it is, whether or not we attend to it disinterest-
edly and bring it into an aesthetic relationship with us.

Finally, to reiterate, it is important to distinguish an object’s
purposiveness without purpose (the form of purposiveness) from
the object’s purposive form, which is what we attend to specifically
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in the object when we judge its beauty. As noted, the two are not
the same, since in general it is possible to discern an object’s purpo-
siveness without purpose in a way that involves qualities over and
above the object’s configurational qualities (i.e., as when we recog-
nize an object’s material as being non-natural, but as being of a
substance we cannot easily classify). More important for Kant’s
systematic exposition, though, is the distinction between the objec-
tive and subjective sorts of purposiveness without purpose, as
related respectively either to the object’s configuration, or to the
structure of the harmony of the cognitive faculties.

Judgments of Pure Beauty are Independent of Emotions and
Sensory Charms

[[§§1133:: ““TThhee jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff ppuurree bbeeaauuttyy iiss iinnddeeppeennddeenntt ooff cchhaarrmm aanndd
eemmoottiioonn””;; §§1144:: ““EElluucciiddaattiioonn tthhrroouugghh eexxaammpplleess””]] Some might
count it to be a significant point against Kant’s theory of beauty
that some ordinarily-recognized, paradigm cases of beautiful
things conflict with his foundational claim that judgments of pure
beauty are disinterested. As we have seen, sensory gratification,
along with any considerations that carry an interest with them,
cannot be included among the defining qualities of pure beauty.
Kant maintains accordingly that sensory charms (e.g., a sunset’s
bright orange, or a rose’s sweet perfume and soft texture) cannot
enter constitutively into judgments of pure beauty. When they do,
they render the judgment of beauty impure and in the worst cases,
“barbaric” (barbarisch) or vulgar. Kant reiterates that only the
object’s purposiveness of form (i.e., its configurational qualities
insofar as these compellingly suggest an intelligent designer) con-
stitute the relevant properties of the object that can enter into a
judgment of beauty and that render the judgment pure.

Kant is aware that the elimination of sensory charms could
stimulate objections to his theory, and he carefully explains why
sensory charms need to be set aside. The main reason is that they
undermine the judgment of pure beauty’s universality, and the
universality of the judgment of pure beauty, in Kant’s view, is of
the judgment’s very essence. He does admit, though, that although
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an object’s delineation, drawing, shape or abstract configuration is
paramount, the awareness of that configuration can be highlighted
through the use of pleasing colors. In every case, though, such
charms must remain in the service of illuminating the configura-
tion and must be set aside when making a judgment of the object’s
pure beauty.

If it turns out that shapes are inseparable from colors in actual
perceptual experience, then in actual circumstances, the optimal
beauty-related awareness would be one where the presence of col-
ors in the perception of shapes always helps to highlight the per-
ception of shapes. This is analogous to saying that if rationality is
inseparable from feelings in actual human experience, then in
actual circumstances, the optimal moral awareness would be one
where the presence of feelings in the activity of rationality always
helps to highlight the rational awareness of duty. In both optimiza-
tions, colors and feelings would have an instrumental value with
respect to focussing and supporting our attention upon the non-
sensory dimensions of beauty and goodness.

Kant does add, parenthetically, that colors can be beautiful in
themselves in relation to their “form,” even though colors are
merely charming for the most part and vary in their agreeableness
from person to person. He has in mind the respective purity (e.g.,
pure blue, pure red, etc.) that colors can display. His inspiration is
due to Leonhard Euler’s (1707–83) wave theory of color, which
characterized colors as vibrations upon analogy to sounds. Since
all pure colors are identical with respect to their purity per se,
however, Kant’s admission of beauty in reference to color is fairly
limited.

With respect to emotional factors involved in making judg-
ments of pure beauty, Kant is quickly and perhaps disappointingly
dismissive, stating that all emotions are related to gratification or
agreeableness, and that emotion therefore has essentially nothing
to do with pure beauty. In §14, he observes that the experience of
the sublime is based on emotion, and that this indicates the need
for an entirely different explanation for the sublime, in contrast
with pure beauty. Unlike some authors (e.g., Arthur Schopenhauer)
who interpret sublimity as an attenuated form of beauty, Kant
keeps them distinct with respect to the particular mental faculties
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and qualities of experience that are involved in each, although he
regards judgments of pure beauty and judgments of pure sublimity
as species of pure (i.e., universalistic) aesthetic judgment. We will
address Kant’s theory of the sublime in the next chapter.

Despite the brevity of Kant’s treatment of emotional factors in
judgments of pure beauty, his position has a long and weighty his-
tory in its recall of Plato’s classical characterization of art (as
mimēsis) in Book X of the Republic. Plato did not leave much room
for a positive assessment of art in general, since he associated artis-
tic creation with sense-perception and emotion – and rejected it on
account of this very association – but he shares with Kant a nega-
tive valuation of these qualities. In a Platonic spirit, by focussing
upon the geometrical, linear features of objects and in reference to
judgments of pure beauty, Kant aims to raise our attention to
dimensions of objects that are independent of sensory charm and
emotion.

Judgments of Pure Beauty are Independent of the Concept of
Perfection

[[§§1155:: ““TThhee jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff ppuurree bbeeaauuttyy iiss ccoommpplleetteellyy iinnddeeppeennddeenntt ooff
tthhee ccoonncceepptt ooff ppeerrffeeccttiioonn””]] Returning to the format of the first
several sections of the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant
continues with his efforts to distinguish judgments of pure beauty
from other sorts of judgments with which they might be easily
confused. Until now, he has made much of the disinterestedness of
judgments of pure beauty, using the quality of disinterestedness to
distinguish judgments of pure beauty from judgments of sensory
gratification (which he also refers to as “empirical aesthetic judg-
ments,” “aesthetic judgments of sense,” and “material aesthetic
judgments”). In this section, Kant once again turns in the opposite
direction and develops the distinction between judgments of pure
beauty – which are not grounded on any definite concepts – and
judgments of perfection, which always have a concept of the
object’s ideal condition in view.

Kant spends some extra time refuting the classical position that
judgments of pure beauty involve a judgment of an object’s
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perfection. This intuitively-attractive position states that a thing is
more beautiful, the closer it measures up to its ideal type or condi-
tion. He explores this view in §§16–17, but as a prelude, his argu-
ment here in §15 is brief: he simply reiterates his main position
that the universal feeling of approval that grounds of judgments of
pure beauty requires that the judgments depend on no specific
concepts, and hence, cannot depend on conceptions of ideal types,
whether they are a priori or empirically derived.

Adherent Beauty (I): The Amalgamation of Pure Beauty and
Perfection

[[§§1166:: ““TThhee jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff bbeeaauuttyy iiss nnoott ppuurree,, tthhrroouugghh wwhhiicchh aann
oobbjjeecctt iiss ddeeccllaarreedd ttoo bbee bbeeaauuttiiffuull uunnddeerr tthhee ccoonnddiittiioonn ooff aa ddeetteerrmmii--
nnaattee ccoonncceepptt””]] Kant nonetheless appreciates the intuitive appeal of
the view that beauty involves apprehending the degree of perfec-
tion that an individual instantiates. We speak easily of “beautifying”
a person’s face in traditional portraiture, and refer self-evidently to
a “beautiful specimen” when an animal exhibits an appealing,
crisp, textbook-like presentation. In such cases, beauty is conceived
of as being directly related to the degree to which an individual
measures up to its ideal condition, often in the context of realizing
its natural purpose. The same conception of beauty-as-perfection
operates within an artistic context when an artist sculpts the form
of a human body in proportions more perfect than appear in any
particular human. With little hesitation, we refer to such forms as
representing beautiful human bodies.

Kant goes a long way towards incorporating the beauty-as-
perfection view into his own theory, and he begins §16 with an
accommodating claim. Contrary to what one might expect in parallel
to his negative attitude towards the role of sensory gratification in
judgments of pure beauty, Kant does not assert that perfection is
irrelevant to judgments of pure beauty and let the matter rest.
Instead, he defines “two kinds” of beauty. The first is the type of pure
beauty familiar from Kant’s exposition so far, which his theory has
been circumscribing in some detail. The second is a type of beauty
that is not pure and that adheres to the presence of concepts.
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The former, Kant calls “free” or “pure” beauty – freie Schönheit
(pulchritudo vaga) – and the latter he calls “adherent” or “depen-
dent” beauty – abhängige Schönheit (pulchritudo adhaerens). Kant
refers to adherent beauty as a different type of beauty, but the
structure of his theory suggests that it is more accurately under-
stood as the hybrid result of affixing pure beauty to a purpose-
related (i.e., conceptual) component to which the pure beauty
adheres, structurally comparable to what we encounter when such
beauty is mixed with sensory charm.

Kant refers to free beauty as pulchritudo vaga, and the Latin word
“vaga“ (from “vagus“) has the sense of “wandering,” “roaming,”
“diffuse,” “strolling about,” “unfixed,” “unsettled,” and “aimless.”
The term “aimless” is perhaps the most revealing, since it directly
suggests the absence of a determinate purpose. This fits nicely with
Kant’s examples in §4 (viz., flowers, free delineations, lines wan-
deringly intertwined in each other called “foliage”). The words
“doodles” and “doodling” used in reference to aimlessly drawn
lines, also capture this idea to some extent. Rendering “free
beauty” as “doodling beauty” would be linguistically unattractive,
but it does capture much of the sense of “vaga.”

On the other hand, Kant’s account of adherent beauty aims to
do justice to the view that beauty involves the idealization and the
perfection of individuals, while preserving his account of pure
beauty as the baseline account. He writes:

There are two kinds of beauty: free beauty (pulchritudo vaga) or
merely dependent beauty (pulchritudo adhaerens). The first presup-
poses no concept of what the object ought to be; the second presup-
poses such a concept and the perfection of the object in accordance
with it. The free kinds are called (self-subsisting) beauties of this or
that thing; the other, as dependent upon a concept (conditioned
beauty) is attached to objects that stand under the concept of a partic-
ular purpose.

(§16, Ak 229 (48), G 114, P 76, M 72, B 65)

Kant explains this distinction by noting how certain objects invite
judgments of free beauty, whereas others invite judgments of
adherent beauty. Flowers, some birds, some sea creatures, wandering
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spiral figures, and abstract wallpaper designs all invite judgments
of pure beauty, since their respective purposes are either not obvi-
ous or not immediately pressing. In contrast, people, horses (given
their social function during Kant’s time), along with buildings such
as churches, palaces, arsenals, and greenhouses, all strongly mani-
fest their purposes and accordingly invite judgments of adherent
beauty.

A motivation behind the distinction between free and adherent
beauty stems from the form-content distinction considered in con-
junction with Kant’s conception of purposiveness. In the latter, the
intelligibility of an object’s form compels us to postulate an intelli-
gence responsible for the form, although we admit that the object
might have arisen by accident. Similarly, certain objects in their
subject matter or content, for one reason or another, cannot be eas-
ily conceived of as not having a certain purpose.

Just as there are cases where an object’s purposive form compels
us to suspect that there is a purpose underlying the object (in
which case we can reflect upon the object’s pure beauty by consid-
ering the form alone, without specifying the object’s purpose),
there are cases where an object’s content compels us to ascribe a
purpose to the object. In such cases, if we were to attempt to judge
the object’s pure beauty, we would find ourselves constrained by
the simultaneous acknowledgement that the object cannot easily
be regarded as not having a specific purpose, once it is recognized
what sort of object it is. In the case of human beings, for instance, it
is almost impossible to see people as being mere objects, so in such
cases, judgments of adherent beauty are practically unavoidable.
With respect to people, judgments of pure beauty verge on being
immoral, for such judgments must ignore, rather than respect, the
humanity in people.

In reference to human beings, then, Kant consequently subordi-
nates pure beauty to adherent beauty, claiming that it is morally
inappropriate to treat the human body as the subject of free
beauty, as when one decorates it with visually-attractive, spiralling
tattoos that obscure the perception of facial expressions and the
human purpose in general.10 Appropriate to the human being is
thus a concept of beauty which adheres to the human being’s
moral purpose.
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Given the centrality of morality within Kant’s philosophy as a
whole, it can only be an interpretive error to dismiss adherent
beauty as an insignificant type of beauty, notwithstanding some of
the phrasing Kant uses to characterize this type of beauty that sug-
gests that it is not free and not pure. As we continue to explore
Kant’s theory, it will become evident that his aesthetics initially
focusses on pure beauty in an effort to establish the universal
validity of judgments of taste, slowly gravitates towards distin-
guishing adherent beauty in a positive way, owing to its capacity to
respect moral obligations, and ends up symbolically aligning every
form of beauty with morality.

Since Kant extensively characterizes pure beauty, it nonetheless
remains odd that he refers to two different kinds of beauty, as
opposed to acknowledging simply the one pure kind he has labored
to characterize. One reason we would not expect Kant to introduce
a separate type of beauty is in connection with his argument that
judgments of perfection spoil the purity of judgments of (free)
beauty, just as do judgments of sensory gratification, as when pure
beauty is mixed with charm. When analyzing judgments of sen-
sory gratification, Kant did not introduce yet another kind of
beauty – although this could indeed be called unrefined, tasteless,
or vulgar beauty – that matches our ordinary claims that the
bright colors of sunsets render them beautiful, or that the delicate
pastel color and sweet perfume of a rose constitute part of the
rose’s beauty. So we can ask why he now identifies two sorts of
beauty in his exposition.

Kant states that, strictly speaking, perfection does not gain by
beauty, nor does beauty gain by perfection; they are independent
considerations. This provides another motivation to maintain that
there is only one essential sort of beauty – pure beauty – and that
pure beauty can be rendered impure by being amalgamated with
either sensory or conceptual components. His decision not to use
such phrasing indicates that it is not as easy to dismiss the theory
of beauty-as-perfection as is the theory of beauty-as-sense-gratifi-
cation, and that the former theory carries more weight than the
relatively implausible position that a well-cooked meal or a cold
drink of water on a hot day could be reasonably or tastefully
described as “beautiful,” although some people do speak this way.
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To clarify the theoretical situation when conceptual components
are introduced into judgments of pure beauty, we can identify
three factors operating in the distinction between free and adher-
ent beauty. The first is a disinterested satisfaction in a judgment of
pure beauty that is not grounded upon a concept of what the object
being judged ought to be. The second is a satisfaction in a judg-
ment of perfection that arises upon perceiving that an object mea-
sures up to what it ought to be.

These two sorts of satisfaction are of different kinds, and they
correspond to the two main types of judgment that constitute the
respective themes of the two parts of the Critique of the Power of
Judgment, namely judgments of pure beauty and teleological judg-
ments. Broadly speaking, the former involves a purposiveness
without purpose; the latter involves a purposiveness with purpose.
The former involves the form of purposiveness; the latter involves
the content of purposiveness. In the case of the human being,
moreover, the content of purposiveness – morality – is universal
and unconditional, and matches the universality and necessity of
judgments of pure beauty. This allows for a compatibility between
pure beauty and perfection that is not possible in the mixture of
pure beauty with sensory gratification.

The third factor is how to understand the amalgamation of the
above two sorts of satisfaction in a judgment of adherent beauty.
There are two main options for understanding how this beauty is
constituted:

(1) We could recognize the presence of two sorts of satisfaction
within their own respective spheres, recognize that the object’s
purpose needs to inform our consideration of the object’s
beauty, but disregard any satisfaction arising from the appre-
hension of the object’s perfection. The resulting judgment of
beauty would be a judgment of adherent beauty in that we
would restrict our attention to reflecting only upon those pur-
posive forms in the object that do not contradict the object’s
purpose. For instance, we would disregard the graffiti on a
church’s door when judging the architectural beauty of the
church per se, and we would also disregard any satisfaction in
appreciating how well the purpose of a church was fulfilled in
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the design. The church’s purpose would be taken into account,
but only to narrow down the sorts of purposive forms that can
legitimately enter into the disinterested judgment of the
church’s purposive configuration, considered nonetheless as an
abstract form.

(2) We could recognize the presence of two sorts of satisfaction
within their own respective spheres, and combine the satisfac-
tion in the object’s perfection with the more limited disinter-
ested satisfaction in the object’s beauty described above in (1).
This yields a situation where the satisfaction in an object’s per-
fection is combined with the disinterested satisfaction arrived
at through a contemplation of a subset of object’s purposive
forms – regarded simply as abstract designs – that do not con-
tradict the object’s purpose.

Kant’s exposition is clear about two points: (a) the object’s purpose,
if recognized as a positive constituent of the judgment, restricts the
sorts of purposive forms that are appropriate to contemplate aes-
thetically, and (b) judgments of adherent beauty damage the purity
of judgments of beauty, just as the combination of sense-gratifica-
tion damages the purity of judgments of beauty. Kant makes the
latter comparison in the fourth paragraph of §16.

Option (1) preserves the purity of the judgment of beauty – it
does not allow any admixture of alien types of satisfaction to enter
into the judgment, and one would still be disinterestedly contem-
plating only the object’s purposive form. The difference is that we
would not be disinterestedly reflecting on all of the object’s purpo-
sive forms, but only upon the subset of them that is consistent
with the object’s purpose. This restriction does not render the judg-
ment of beauty impure in the sense that factors other than disin-
terested contemplation would be involved.

Option (1) therefore does not preserve any systematic parallel
with how judgments of sensory gratification would analogously
render a judgment of beauty impure. Speaking generally, impurity
in judgments of beauty arises – if we follow the example of the
introduction of sensory charm – because alternative modes of sat-
isfaction mix into the content of the judgment itself and blend with
the satisfaction that is unique to pure beauty. If we interpret the
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impurity of judgments of adherent beauty in this latter way, then
the amalgamation of the satisfaction in the object’s perfection with
the satisfaction in pure beauty will need to be part of the judgment
of adherent beauty.

Of the two options, (2) is consequently the more plausible alter-
native to explain how judgments of adherent beauty are both
impure and adherent. They adhere to a concept with respect to
both their form and content: the object’s purpose restricts the set of
purposive forms that one can legitimately contemplate disinterest-
edly, and the satisfaction in the object’s perfection introduces an
additional pleasurable (or displeasurable) content to the judgment,
thus grounding it upon two different sorts of satisfaction. If the
notion of impurity is understood in reference to there being two
grounds of the judgment that are present side-by-side, then judg-
ments of adherent beauty can be characterized in a fashion that
parallels the introduction of sensory gratification into judgments
of pure beauty.

A judgment of adherent beauty would thus be an impure judg-
ment insofar as a non-aesthetic satisfaction mixes with the specific
aesthetic satisfaction related to beauty. A judgment of vulgar
beauty, in both comparison and contrast, would involve mixing
two different sorts of aesthetic satisfaction, viz., that of pure
beauty and that of sense-gratification. The latter mixture yields a
“pure” or exclusively aesthetic judgment (in the broad sense of
“aesthetic”), which is nonetheless not a judgment of pure beauty.
Both judgments of vulgar beauty and judgments of adherent
beauty are thus impure with respect to pure beauty, but judgments
of vulgar beauty nonetheless remain purely aesthetic judgments,
whereas judgments of adherent beauty do not.

One reason why Kant is more positively disposed towards judg-
ments of perfection as opposed to judgments of sensory gratifica-
tion is that judgments of perfection include moral judgments. An
action’s moral content is measured in terms of how well it satisfies
the ideal conditions of rational behavior. This association between
judgments of perfection and judgments of pure beauty thereby
allows Kant to introduce one of the foremost themes of the
Critique of the Power of Judgment, namely, how the spheres of
beauty and moral goodness work in sympathy with each other. As
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we continue with Kant’s exposition in the Critique of the Power of
Judgment, we will see that moral themes will become increasingly
salient.

In §16, Kant claims initially that although the satisfaction in an
object’s perfection is independent of the satisfaction in the object’s
pure beauty, the combination of the two satisfactions (as in option
(2) above) allows beauty to act positively in the service of good-
ness. This is because the subjective universality, or generalized
public quality (a public quality related to the conditions for scien-
tific knowledge, or to cognition in general) of the satisfaction in
beauty can be matched with the universality of moral demands.

The disinterested satisfaction that grounds judgments of pure
beauty introduces a reference to a public, objective, and shared
world that is expressive of the harmony of the cognitive faculties
of the understanding and imagination. This is a validity that is an
abstracted and indeterminate version of the more definitive objec-
tive validity, universality and necessity that Kant associates with
space, time, and the categories insofar as they are the conditions for
scientific knowledge. The validity associated with cognition in gen-
eral is simply the idea of a necessarily structured public world
without any further specification.

Once this sort of satisfaction that is related to pure beauty is
linked with a presentation that has a moral content, as is true in
the case of a beautiful human body, we have a situation where we
project upon a moral context from the sphere of the beautiful, the
generic form of the universality and validity associated with scien-
tific judgments. This gives the moral contents an aesthetic (i.e.,
subjective) support that carries the persuasive weight of scientific
knowledge, if only in a formal and generalized sense. Hence,
adding a beautiful quality to an object that has a moral content
gives an added presentational power to the moral content that the
object is embodying, and presents the idea that science and moral-
ity are not inconsistent with each other. Specifically, the addition of
beauty lends a stronger sense of spatio-temporal reality to a given
moral content. For moral purposes, people are better off looking as
beautiful as they can, speaking generally.

In the end, although Kant refers rhetorically to two different
kinds of beauty, there is only pure beauty whose disinterested
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satisfaction can be amalgamated with other sorts of interested sat-
isfaction to produce impure – but more importantly, augmented –
expressions of this single kind of beauty. It is not as if feelings of
disinterested satisfaction combine with other sorts of satisfaction
to change the nature of the disinterested satisfaction itself. If this
were the case, one could in fact speak of a new, emergent sort of
beauty that arises through the combination of disinterested satis-
faction with the satisfaction of apprehending an object’s perfection.
As intriguing as the idea might be, Kant does not describe a
dynamic and genuinely dialectical interaction between sorts of sat-
isfaction that would generate a new kind of beauty (i.e., as copper
and tin amalgamate to constitute brass). For him, the satisfaction
that grounds judgments of pure beauty is always due to the har-
mony of the cognitive faculties in a disengaged condition of free
play.

One of the issues concerning Kant’s distinction between free
and adherent beauty concerns the apparently negative valuations
of the terms “dependent,” “accessory,” “adherent,” and so on that
are used to describe the opposition to free beauty. What is easily
overlooked, however, is that these terms describe not only how a
judgment of beauty depends, or is conditioned by, some concept of
the object’s purpose. They describe the evaluation of the beautiful
component of an object considered with respect to acknowledging
the overriding importance of the object’s purpose. That is, if one
believes that the moral purpose of human being is unconditional,
then the human being’s beauty will be an accessory, or adherent, to
that paramount purpose. How people behave is far more important
than how they look, and their beauty is a secondary matter.

This is exactly how Kant uses the term “dependent” (anhän-
gend) at the end of §16, when he mentions how in view of posi-
tively valuing an object’s purpose, the object’s beauty becomes a
secondary matter. The beauty of adherent beauty depends upon a
concept of an object’s purpose, but its quality is not so-called
because the object’s purpose interrupts one’s attention from its free
beauty. The purpose is not an accessory to the beauty. Rather, the
beauty is an accessory to the purpose. The beauty’s adherent qual-
ity is so-called because the beauty itself adheres to, is subordinated
to, and gives an added reality to, the object’s purpose.
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Such reflections on Kant’s use of the term “dependent” or
“adherent” directly show how the larger and central theme of the
third Critique concerns morality, how beauty and teleology are
accessories to realizing the purposes of morality, why Kant imme-
diately follows §16 with a discussion of human beauty, and why
some aspects of the theory of beauty-as-perfection fit more closely
with Kant’s wider philosophical interests. The main point is that
when considered in connection with human beings, where the
moral purpose involved is unconditional, adherent beauty locates
what was formerly free beauty within a moral context that aug-
ments beauty’s significance, as it constrains its inherent aimless-
ness to adhere to and respect an unconditional human content.

Adherent Beauty (II): Ideal Human Beauty as Moral Expression in a
Generically-formed Human Body

[[§§1177:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee iiddeeaall ooff bbeeaauuttyy””]] It is a challenge for Kant
to coordinate the traditional theory of beauty-as-perfection with
his account of disinterested satisfaction in connection with the har-
mony of the cognitive faculties. The difficulty of achieving this is
evident in §17, whose topic is the “ideal of beauty.” Kant recog-
nizes that there are models or idealized exemplars of beautiful
things, and this rationally suggests that at the highest level there is
some single, ideal presentation of beauty towards which all of the
models aspire and converge. To create a beautiful thing, one could
do well by imitating some of the existing exemplars, even though a
slavish imitation would display no sense of taste, and even though
the creation of an original model is different from copying an
already-existing one. Beautiful models exist, but if the satisfaction
in beauty is independent of determinately applying concepts to
objects, there is a problem about how the models of beauty can fit
into Kant’s account at all, if a model suggests ideal conditions, and
if ideal conditions are defined by concepts of some sort, as is the
case with ideals such as Platonic Ideas (e.g., perfect circles and the
like).

With respect to models of beauty, Kant believes that one thing
is sure: these models are formulated neither as a matter of logical

the pleasure in pure beauty 69



implication from general principles, nor as a matter of directly
applying some given determinate rule to a given object or situa-
tion. The feeling of approval that grounds judgments of pure
beauty arises independently of categorizing objects as things of
this or that kind. Whatever the source of the models of beauty
happens to be, we know that they cannot derive from a science of
beauty. They must derive from the application of taste itself.

Now in reference to models of beauty, Kant introduces a mode
of judging an object’s beauty that differs noticeably from his
canonical account where we reflect disinterestedly upon an object’s
purposive form and experience a certain degree of satisfaction that
results in relation to cognition in general. Instead, he describes a
mode of judging that resonates more closely with the beauty-as-
perfection view:

. . . the highest model, the archetype of taste, is a mere idea which
each person must bring into being for himself, and in accordance
with which he must judge everything that is an object of taste, or that
is an example of judging through taste, even the taste of everyone.

(§17, Ak 232 (54), G 116–17, P 79, M 75–76, B 68–69)

According to the above description, each person produces for him-
self or herself an ideal representation of what an object with the
highest degree of beauty would be like. This would be an ideal rep-
resentation that, if realized, would set the faculties of imagination
and understanding into a perfect cognitive attunement. With such
an ideal in mind, the person would then judge all other cases in
reference to this ideal. So Kant is importing the model of judg-
ments of perfection into his account of beauty, and is trying to fit
his canonical format of disinterestedly judging an object’s purpo-
sive form for the purpose of ascertaining the object’s beauty, into
the format where we consider some individual in light of its ideal
condition.

Such an archetype of taste can only be a product of imagination
and, as instantiated in each person, will also vary from person to
person, since we are only imagining some hypothetical object that
has the most intense presentation of purposive form and that sets
the cognitive faculties into swing at the most effective level imag-
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inable – in a sort of optimal attunement between them. The situa-
tion is open-ended in terms of what each person will specifically
imagine to fit this description (presumably, though, it will be a sys-
tematically-organized presentation that has the highest imaginable
unity combined with the highest imaginable diversity). Degrees of
purposive form are difficult to measure and specify, and we can
refer to intensities of the free play of the cognitive faculties only
vaguely and generally.

With respect to beauty in general, then, Kant believes that it is
impossible to delineate any archetype of taste, and he maintains
that the model of judgment according to the beauty-as-perfection
view consequently does not apply. The sort of beauty that can be
understood more effectively in terms of measuring up some indi-
vidual to an ideal image, however, makes better sense when we can
be more exact about what sort of thing we are judging. This invites
the introduction of a conception of the sort of thing at hand that
can set some constraints on its configurational possibilities, but
even with this, it can be difficult to form an image of the most
beautiful type of this or that sort of thing.

Kant, noting this fact, and then taking a position at the opposite
extreme, maintains that it is impossible to form an ideal of beauty
regarding anything whose essence is not knowable a priori. This is
to say that he believes that it is impossible for us prescriptively to
delineate the form of the most beautiful oak tree, or the most
beautiful church, in reference to which we would judge the beauty
of any given oak tree or church.

One reason Kant mentions for the impossibility of formulating
an image of the most beautiful residence, beautiful tree, beautiful
gardens and the like is because the purposes of these things are
supposedly too vague to prescribe how the objects ought to look.
This is different from saying, though, that such an ideal cannot be
formulated because the concepts are empirical (which is the rele-
vant contrast to a priori concepts). So a stronger reason is required
for restricting ideals of beauty to those things (there turns out to
be only one group of them) whose essence can only be known a
priori.

At first sight, the judges at a cat show have exact criteria for
how perfect cats of various sorts ought to look and, given their
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definitions, it is reasonable to suppose that the judges construct
fairly determinate ideals of beautiful cats of this or that species as
an aspect of their judging. Such examples, moreover, would be
paradigm cases of judgments of adherent beauty. We will see in a
moment why these do not count as appropriate ideals of beauty,
however. Turning to the positive side of things, Kant states the fol-
lowing:

Only that which has the purpose of its existence in itself, the human
being – who through reason determines his purposes himself, or,
where he must derive them from external perception, can neverthe-
less compare them to essential and universal purposes and in that
case also aesthetically judge their accordance with them – is alone
capable of an ideal of beauty, just as the humanity [Menschheit] in his
person, as intelligence, is alone capable of the ideal of perfection,
among all the objects in the world.

(§17, Ak 233 (55–56), G 117, P 81, M 76–77, B 69–70)

This remark expands upon the initial §16 references to the combi-
nation of moral goodness and beauty, and it is clear that Kant is
interested in continuing this reference through a discussion of
human beauty and moral expression. Unlike ideals of beautiful
Siamese cats and such, only the ideal of human beauty is neither
contingently nor arbitrarily defined. It is therefore is the only sort
of ideal that can introduce universality and necessity and demand
the assent of others who judge in reference to it.

Just as everyone similarly grounds the universal satisfaction
that attends judgments of pure beauty and the harmony of the
cognitive faculties, and just as this universal satisfaction can be
brought into the service of morality such as to coordinate two sorts
of universality – a subjective aesthetic universality and an objec-
tive moral universality – Kant’s restriction of the ideal of beauty to
human beings fits with his interest in coordinating beauty and
goodness. To preserve the universality of the satisfaction that can
be involved in judgments of perfection so that it can match the
universality of the satisfaction involved in judgments of pure
beauty, the ideal of beauty can refer only to human beauty. The
ideal beauty of species of cats, even though in some cases the
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species might be defined in reference to natural biological kinds, is
ultimately grounded upon empirical considerations and cannot
therefore require a necessary and universal agreement amongst
people. Kant’s intention, in effect, is to describe a situation where
two sorts of universal feelings of approval are amalgamated in a
more powerful experience of adherent beauty that demands agree-
ment for two reasons at once, and where the predominant reason
of the two is a moral one.

Having established that only the ideal of human beauty can
ground a universal satisfaction in the associated judgment of per-
fection (i.e., when judging that some human being exemplifies well
how a human being ought to present itself aesthetically), Kant pro-
ceeds to characterize the structure of the ideal of human beauty. Its
elements involve an empirically-derived aesthetic delineation of
the human being in its physical perfection that is informed and
restricted by the idea of the human being as a moral being that is
knowable a priori. In this characterization, Kant imagines the stan-
dardized physical form of a human being, insofar as this can estab-
lish the parameters within which the beauty of any particular
person can be judged.

To formulate the ideal of human beauty, i.e., a model of the per-
fected human spatio-temporal form, Kant combines a flatly generic
conception of the human structural appearance with a generic con-
ception of the essence of human beings as moral beings. This com-
bination takes the form of a judgment in general, where an
intuition (in this instance, an aesthetic image of the human’s stan-
dardized physical contours) and a concept (considered generally,
which in this instance is the idea of morality) are fused together in
the “S is P“ logical format. This, to recall, is the logical format also
reflected in the harmony of the cognitive faculties where the imag-
ination (the faculty of intuitions) is subsumed under the under-
standing (the faculty of concepts) and radiates thereby a universal
satisfaction related to cognition in general.

In the case of the ideal of beauty, the structure is logically the
same, except that the two components that enter into the judgmen-
tal format are neither entire faculties nor determinate concepts and
intuitions, but are peculiar sorts of intuition and concept. Specifically,
both the intuition and the concept involved are indeterminate.
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The effect of this combination is to introduce not a harmony
between the cognitive faculties of imagination and understanding,
but a harmony between the imagination and reason, for the inde-
terminate concept involved is the idea of morality:

But there are here two components: first, the aesthetic normal idea,
which is an individual intuition [Anschauung] (of the imagination)
that represents the standard for judging it as a thing belonging to a
particular animal species; second, the idea of reason, which makes
the purposes of humanity insofar as they cannot be sensibly repre-
sented into the principle for judging of its figure, though which, as
their effect in appearance, the purposes are revealed.

(§17, Ak 233 (56), G 117–18, P 81, M 77, B 70)11

The ideal of human beauty is consequently neither a microcosm of
the harmony of the cognitive faculties nor a structure that reflects
the nature of free beauty. Rather, it represents the amalgamation of
moral content with aesthetically disinterested content and
expresses a logical fusion of goodness with beauty following the
form of judgment in general. It exemplifies adherent beauty (pul-
chritudo adhaerens) wherein the beauty adheres to a moral idea.

Kant’s notion of an aesthetic normal idea – the empirical com-
ponent of the ideal of beauty – might easily be overlooked as an
eccentric aspect of his account of this ideal, for he states that the
most beautiful stature of the human being must be consistent with
the mathematically average human stature, that the most beautiful
nose must be consistent with the averagely-sized nose, and so on,
independently of the exercise of either idealization or taste.

In the wider context of Kant’s aesthetic theory, however, his
notion of an aesthetic normal idea assumes a greater significance in
light of one that, as we shall see, is central to his theory of artistic
beauty. This is the conception of an “aesthetic idea” that will be
discussed in Chapter 3 (§49), which bears a close resemblance to
that of an “aesthetic normal idea” developed here in §17. Kant will
later state that beauty, both natural and artistic, is the expression of
aesthetic ideas.

As mentioned, the ideal of beauty involves the combination of
a generic image of the human being in its spatio-temporal con-
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tours with a generic moral idea that defines the essence of the
human being. The generic image of the human being – the image
of the human being in general that reflects its universality in a
physical form – is arrived at through a process of averaging and
generalizing the diversity of human linear forms. It is a reduction
of human contours to the least common denominator, with the
intention of arriving at a normalization, standardization or regu-
larization of how people typically look. It aims to reflect the bod-
ily plan that nature had in mind in the production of human
beings. Reasonably illustrative approximations to this plan, Kant
believes, are classical Greek sculptures that convey a universal
image of the human being. He mentions as an example
Polycleitus’s famous Doryphorus. He also mentions Myron’s ide-
alized sculpture of a cow to indicate how aesthetic normal ideas
are not unique to the human species, but can be defined for many
natural kinds.

Despite the beauty of Polycleitus’s masterpiece, the aesthetic
normal idea’s form which lies at the sculpture’s basis is not in itself
particularly attractive; it is simply regulative and generic. One con-
siders the average size of the human being, the average ear, the
average head, and so on, and imaginatively amalgamates these to
construe the natural pattern that underlies the human being’s bod-
ily form.12 The aesthetic normal idea is simply a textbook diagram
of a “standard human being” as one might find in a book on gen-
eral anatomy. Since aesthetic normal ideas are not unique to the
human body and can be formulated with respect to many different
species of things, the aesthetic normal idea does not constitute the
ideal of beauty by itself.

Only when the human being’s generic physical delineation is
combined with the a priori conception of the human being as a
moral being do we have an ideal of beauty in the sense that univer-
salistic content is introduced. The addition of the moral content
defines the purpose of the human being that is knowable a priori,
in reference to which we interpret the purposiveness of the human
body’s generic contours. The theoretical elegance of the situation is
that both moral ideas and the spatio-temporal forms relevant to
the generic image of the human being are considered indepen-
dently of sensory gratification, are both associated with types of
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universal feelings of approval, and are brought together according
to the structure of the most basic form of logical judgment, “S is P.”

Since neither the moral ideas nor the aesthetic normal idea are
in themselves beautiful, though, Kant’s discussion of the amalga-
mation of moral ideas with aesthetic normal ideas in the ideal of
beauty should be seen as establishing only the necessary condi-
tions for the most beautiful representation of a human being. One
needs further to modify this generic presentation through artistic
genius and taste (e.g., add some gracefulness to it, as Polycleitus
did in his Doryphorus) to produce a beautiful representation of a
human being that approximates to the ideal.

Having thus set forth some initial relationships between beauty
and morality that will be developed in later parts of the Critique of
the Power of Judgment, Kant concludes the Third Moment by stat-
ing “beauty is the form of an object’s purposiveness, insofar as this
is perceived in the object without the representation of a purpose.”
This characterization is less precise than it might have been, since
the form of an object’s purposiveness is equivalent to the object’s
purposiveness without purpose, and there is no other way to per-
ceive this form of purposiveness except without the representation
of a purpose. His main idea, though, can be expressed by saying
that beauty is the form of an object’s purposiveness (Form der
Zweckmäßigkeit), insofar as this is perceived in reference to the
object’s purposive form (zweckmäßige Form) (to which he refers in
the note accompanying this definition).

THE FOURTH LOGICAL MOMENT: THE UNIVERSAL
FEELING OF APPROVAL THAT GROUNDS JUDGMENTS
OF PURE BEAUTY CARRIES THE FORCE OF NECESSITY
(§§18–22)

Scientific Universality, Moral Universality, and the Universality of
Cognition in General

[[§§1188:: ““WWhhaatt tthhee mmooddaalliittyy ooff aa ppuurree jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff bbeeaauuttyy iiss””]] The
Fourth Moment returns to the core characterization of judgments
of pure beauty and addresses their relationship to the modal con-
cepts of possibility, actuality, and necessity. The focus is specifically
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upon the kind of necessity associated with the feeling of approval
that grounds judgments of pure beauty, for in such judgments we
feel that everyone ought to agree with us. Kant has already
explained how the universality of this satisfaction rests on the uni-
versality of cognition in general, and in this section he elaborates
on the nature of that aesthetic universality insofar as it contrasts
with alternative types that arise in connection with science and
morality.

With respect to scientific judgments and their associated a priori
conditions (viz., space, time, and the categories of the understand-
ing), Kant refers to a “theoretical objective necessity.” This strong
sense of necessity entails that every person must experience things
in exactly the same way, e.g., that every human experience must be
at some time or other, and that there is no such thing as a timeless
experience. A theoretical objective necessity related to feeling
would assert that according to universally-prescribed, actual cir-
cumstances, everyone will feel a particular way.

Kant contrasts such a theoretical objective necessity with moral
necessity. The latter is the “consequence of an objective [moral] law
and signifies nothing other than that one absolutely . . . ought to
act in a certain way.” It does not follow that anyone necessarily
acts morally, or that anyone in fact acts morally, but only that each
person ought to act morally. A moral necessity related to feeling
would assert that everyone ought to be in tune with the moral law,
and that anyone who is properly in tune with it will have certain
types of feelings (viz., related to self-respect).

In judgments of pure beauty, the kind of necessity involved
stems from the identical way in which the faculties of understand-
ing and imagination are assumed to resonate with each other in
any person, if the person were to apprehend some given object dis-
interestedly and aesthetically. The necessity is “exemplary” (exem-
plarisch) insofar as each person would (ideally) apprehend a
purposiveness without purpose in the objects’ form, or a universal
rule that cannot be specified. This inability to specify the universal
rule is precisely because the object’s purposiveness is apprehended
without ascribing any definite purposes to the object.

[[§§1199:: ““TThhee ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee nneecceessssiittyy tthhaatt wwee aassccrriibbee ttoo tthhee ppuurree jjuuddgg--
mmeenntt ooff bbeeaauuttyy,, iiss ccoonnddiittiioonneedd””]] Owing to its grounding upon the
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basic structure of cognition in general, the necessity that attends
judgments of pure beauty is associated primarily with scientific
necessity. One could call it a necessity related to the mere “form”
of scientific necessity, for if there were no harmony of the cogni-
tive faculties in general (i.e., independently of whether that har-
mony is free or determined), then there could be no definite
application of concepts to objects, and hence, no scientific necessity
at all. The satisfaction in pure beauty is essentially a cognitively-
grounded necessity; it is a feeling that radiates from the activity of
the general conditions for empirical knowledge. Such disinterested
satisfaction, however, is not always (if ever) present in one’s expe-
rience in a pure form. This is to say that the disinterested feeling of
approval in the apprehension of pure beauty is understandable at
least, and possibly at most, as an ideal condition.

This ideal condition is also akin to the necessity that accompa-
nies the moral law for several reasons. First, although we ought to
instantiate the moral law in our action, we may or may not instan-
tiate it, so this instantiation remains only a possibility, rather than
a necessity. Second, even if we believe that we are acting out of the
pure respect for duty, and if our action is indeed in accord with
what duty requires, it remains an open question whether we are in
fact behaving out of a pure respect for duty, since we might have
selfish motives that we fail to recognize in ourselves that are driv-
ing the behavior. Moreover, perhaps we are never absolutely free
from selfish motives. The last difficulty parallels that which affects
supposed judgments of pure beauty.

Kant refers to the necessity associated with judgments of pure
beauty as demanding the assent of others in principle, but in actual
cases of such judgments a demand that others agree with one’s
judgment can arise only conditionally, namely, on the assumption
that one’s judgment of pure beauty is itself completely disinter-
ested. One can never be sure, however, that such conditions are
being met, either in oneself or in others. Neither is there any obli-
gation to try to make judgments of pure beauty.

Such uncertainties further locate judgments of pure beauty
midway between scientific and moral judgments. Their universal-
ity abstractly and subjectively expresses the conditions of cogni-
tion in general, which is itself necessary to express the universality
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and necessity of scientific judgments. As is true for moral judg-
ments, though, judgments of pure beauty need not be realized well
in actual experience.

[[§§2200:: ““TThhee iiddeeaa ooff aa ccoommmmoonn sseennssee ((GGeemmeeiinnssiinnnn) iiss tthhee
((pprree))ccoonnddiittiioonn ooff tthhee nneecceessssiittyy tthhaatt iiss aalllleeggeedd bbyy aa jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff
ppuurree bbeeaauuttyy””]] Kant recognizes that there is a universality and
necessity associated with judgments of pure beauty and he has
identified this a priori quality in connection with the rigidities of
our shared cognitive structure. These are, namely, that in all judg-
ments there is a union of intuitions with concepts and hence, a
union of the two faculties of the mind (viz., the imagination and
the understanding) that are geared respectively and individually
towards the production, and interactively towards the unification,
of intuitions and concepts.

Maintaining and recognizing that this necessity is based on a
satisfying feeling of the free play of the cognitive faculties, but also
noting that no definite rules for the cognition of this or that object
are applied during such free play, Kant concludes that this disinter-
ested feeling of approval can be defined in reference to a common
sense that people have. He adds that this common sense is “the
effect of the free play of our cognitive powers” (i.e., it is a feeling).
Kant has already argued that a necessity is associated with judg-
ments of pure beauty and that this directly concerns cognition in
general and the free play of the cognitive faculties, so his reference
to a common sense at this particular juncture simply offers a dif-
ferent, more summary, angle from which to refer to what he has
already characterized. In the sections to follow, however, this com-
mon sense will play a larger role.

As a first approximation for understanding Kant’s notion of
common sense, we can notice initially that it is a “sense” or is
related to a type of feeling. Secondly, we need to keep in mind that
it is “common,” which implies that everyone has the capacity for
similarly experiencing the feelings involved. Unlike senses that
depend on the structures of the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and surface
of the skin, all of which structures can vary from person to person,
the “common sense” depends upon what all human beings share
identically. For Kant, this is the structure of cognition and its spe-
cific interplay between the understanding and imagination.
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Prior to Kant, the “common sense” was sometimes (e.g., in the
Aristotelian tradition) understood as the faculty where the various
inputs from the five senses would converge. The postulation of this
common sense was necessary to explain how, for example, we can
see a cup, feel a cup, taste the tea in the cup, and smell the tea’s
aroma, with the awareness that all of these diverse sensory inputs
are stemming from and are referring to the “same” cup of tea. In
Kant’s characterization of the harmony of the cognitive faculties as
holding between understanding and imagination, there is no speci-
fication of the kinds of intuitions that the imagination includes. It
would thus be the place where all of the sensory inputs from the
five senses initially converge. It would also be where, in relation to
the concepts of the understanding, the concept “cup” (as in the
above example) could be applied to the intuitions entering in from
the various sense modalities as a way to integrate one’s experience
of the cup.

The Perfection of Cognition and the Harmony of the Cognitive
Faculties

[[§§2211:: ““WWhheetthheerr oonnee hhaass ggrroouunnddss ttoo pprreessuuppppoossee aa ccoommmmoonn sseennssee””]]
Kant elaborates on his notion of the harmony of the cognitive facul-
ties by describing in further detail what happens when an object’s
purposive form occasions that harmony. He notes that objects have
a variety of sensory presentations and that in reference to their
amenability to being comprehended as best as possible, they each
differ with respect to the sort of attunement they require between
the imagination and the understanding. Generalizing from this
claim, he states that there must accordingly be an idea of a maxi-
mal, most effective attunement of the imagination and under-
standing. Kant maintains that this idea of perfect attunement – a
conception towards which he was moving in his §17 discussion of
the ideal of beauty – is the cognitive condition to which judgments
of pure beauty refer, adding that the disinterested feeling of
approval that grounds judgments of pure beauty expresses this
idea of perfected cognition. Kant also refers to common sense as
the ability to experience this feeling of optimal attunement.
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It is unclear whether Kant has in mind a single, actual attune-
ment that would stand constantly as the ideal for every apprehen-
sion of an object in an effort to comprehend it – one that would be
exemplified in a pure and unqualified ideal of beauty, if such an
ideal were possible – or whether more plausibly, he is thinking
rather that in every apprehension, case-by-case, there is a specifi-
cally optimal attunement between understanding and imagination
suitable for maximally comprehending the given object. Either
interpretation serves Kant’s purpose of identifying something
common between people when judgments of pure beauty relative
to some given object are being made.

Speaking generally, then, when making a judgment of pure
beauty, one presupposes an optimal attunement between the imag-
ination and understanding, either in general, or relative to the
structure of the object in question. This optimal attunement would
be the condition, judging in reference to one’s common sense, that
one would aim to experience in an attempt to apprehend the
object’s pure beauty. Most importantly, it is the same condition
towards which one would expect others to aim, judging with their
common sense, in their own efforts to reflect disinterestedly upon
the object’s purposive form.

A motivation for Kant’s reference to a common sense can be
seen in his implicit recognition that with respect to any given
object, various attunements between the imagination and under-
standing are possible, not only between objects, but between people
who are nonetheless perceiving the same object in a disinterested
fashion. Some could experience a free play of the cognitive facul-
ties relative to the object, but in a less intense way than might be
possible under a better attunement between the imagination and
understanding.

To standardize the experiences of the harmony of the cognitive
faculties, Kant consequently hypothesizes an ideal attunement
between the imagination and understanding to which judgments of
an object’s pure beauty would be coordinated. This mutual conver-
gence upon a single attunement would provide a necessary condi-
tion for ensuring that the feeling is the same between people who
are perceiving the object disinterestedly. This, in turn, would
ensure that it will make sense for one to expect someone else to
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have the same feeling with respect to the object when one judges
that the object is beautiful to such and such a degree. In general,
then, the condition of disinterestedness removes the factors of
sense-gratification and conceptualization, and the condition of
common sense removes the remaining variations in attunement
between the imagination and understanding that can arise, even
when two people are reflecting upon the object disinterestedly.
This is all done in an effort to standardize the judgment.

With respect to the purpose of cognition in general, the idea of
optimal attunement and common sense also represent how the fac-
ulties of understanding and imagination would in fact be related to
each other, if the object were to be known in the most comprehen-
sive manner. It therefore represents additionally a condition for the
perfection of cognition, since if we were disinterestedly to contem-
plate an object in accord with this ideal to appreciate the object’s
beauty, and if we were afterwards to shift our mode of interpreta-
tion to a scientific one, then the imagination and understanding
would already have been set in the best position to comprehend the
object in reference to applying concepts. In this sense the free play
of the imagination and understanding would lead to a concept,
although to which concept it would lead would remain undeter-
mined.

Kant’s idea of a common sense, that is, of a capacity to feel what
the optimal attunement of the cognitive faculties of imagination
and understanding would be in relation to some given object, can
be seen as yet another effort to give due respect to the alternative
theory of beauty-as-perfection. Although in the case of optimal
attunement there are no applications of empirical concepts to the
object, there is nonetheless operating at a higher level a definition
of what the purpose of the joint operation of the understanding
and imagination happens to be (viz., to accumulate and systematize
empirical knowledge). Realizing the purpose of cognition is exactly
what the achievement of a properly disinterested attitude towards
an object helps facilitate. So although the appreciation of pure
beauty does not involve the application of concepts to objects and
does not produce empirical knowledge, the very appreciation of
pure beauty produces a mental condition – one, owing to its disin-
terestedness, that fosters the classical image of the scientist as a
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completely detached and objective observer – that facilitates the
optimal realization of the purpose of cognition. This is to say that
scientists would do well to develop an appreciation for pure beauty,
since this generates the mental condition required for the best
determinate and systematic comprehension of nature.

When the cognitive faculties are in free play, no concept is being
applied to the object. For this reason it can be said that the free play
of the cognitive faculties is “noncognitive.” However, the attune-
ment of the cognitive faculties is itself an expression of “cognition
in general,” and for this reason, it can be said more directly that
the free play of the faculties is “cognitive.” The latter characteriza-
tion is more central, since the very relation of the faculties to the
purpose of cognition accounts for why their attunement is pleasur-
able. As an expression of cognition in general, the free play is itself
geared towards the specific realization of cognition. It is conse-
quently a generic precondition for scientific knowledge, whether or
not it can be experienced independently and in abstraction from
sensations and conceptual determinations, as judgments of pure
beauty prescribe.

To sum things up, one could say that the concept of perfected
cognition in general subsumes the optimal free play of the cogni-
tive faculties (which is the optimization of the power of judgment),
and that the optimal free play of the cognitive faculties subsumes
the object that is judged to be beautiful.

[[§§2222:: ““TThhee nneecceessssiittyy ooff tthhee uunniivveerrssaall aaggrreeeemmeenntt tthhaatt iiss tthhoouugghhtt
iinn aa jjuuddggmmeenntt ooff ppuurree bbeeaauuttyy iiss aa ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee nneecceessssiittyy,, wwhhiicchh uunnddeerr
tthhee pprreessuuppppoossiittiioonn ooff aa ccoommmmoonn sseennssee,, iiss rreepprreesseenntteedd aass aann oobbjjeecc--
ttiivvee nneecceessssiittyy””]] In relation to his reflections on the optimal attune-
ment of the cognitive faculties, Kant adds some reflections about
the reliability of our actual judgments of pure beauty. He is clear
that judgments of pure beauty are grounded in our disinterested
attention to an object’s purposive form and that if we could attend
perfectly to the object in such a way, a disinterested feeling of
approval would result, viz., the harmony of the cognitive faculties
in their becoming exactly attuned to comprehending the object.
The satisfaction in pure beauty thus amounts to the optimal expe-
rience of the power of judgment in general. This also implies that that
very experience of the power of judgment identifies a precondition
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for achieving scientific knowledge in the most effective manner
possible. It is not, however, that optimally knowing an object
entails the experience of beauty. Kant’s thought is rather that if the
particular attunement between the imagination and understanding
in such circumstances could be fully detached and abstracted in order
to be experienced on its own in relation to the well-known object,
then a feeling of beauty would result.

Kant observes, though, that there is no guarantee that any judg-
ment we assert to be a judgment of pure beauty is indeed one that
instantiates the demanding and ideal criteria of such judgments.
We could believe that we are judging disinterestedly but in fact be
judging under the influence of desires and interests. Moreover, since
desires and interests virtually permeate our consciousness, it could
be that pure judgments of pure beauty are rarely attainable, if ever.

Kant states accordingly that the common sense – the capacity to
experience the optimal free play of the harmony of the faculties
without any admixture of interest – is only an ideal norm (bloße
idealische Norm) that regulates our efforts to make judgments of
pure beauty. Whether judgments of pure beauty are realizable
remains an open question, for it could be that we might only be able
to approximate the ideal of making a judgment of pure beauty with-
out any influence by charm, practical interests, or external considera-
tions. It could be that in almost all, if not all, cases, alleged judgments
of pure beauty are always impure to some extent, either through
an admixture of sensory gratification or though an admixture of
conceptually-grounded interests, or through an admixture of both.
If this were so, however, it would nonetheless remain necessary to
recognize at the basis of the judgment of pure beauty, the ideal
norm of a common sense as that which accounts for the possibility
of agreement in such judgments. This is because even among a set of
perfectly disinterested people, their respective attunements between
the understanding and imagination can vary, not because the object
varies, but because individuals’ inner cognitive dispositions can vary.

One can imagine, for instance, two people who are judging the
beauty of a snowflake, one of whom is a mathematician whose
understanding is extraordinarily active, the other of whom is a poet
whose imagination is extraordinarily active. The idea of common
sense, or optimal attunement, would serve to adjudicate between
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their differing cognitive dispositions and remaining differences in
judgment, after the two have successfully abstracted from interests
related to concepts and sense-gratification.

This leaves Kant in a situation where he suspends his opinion
about whether the common sense refers to actual experiences or to
merely an ideal attunement between the understanding and imagi-
nation and an associated ideal optimization of the power of judg-
ment. It could be the case that judgments of pure beauty never
actually occur. Even if this were the case, however, we would still
require the assent of other people to the degree that we believed
that we were approaching the ideal of making a judgment of pure
beauty. This indicates that it is plausible to interpret Kant’s entire
canonical account of judgments of pure beauty in §§1–22 as a char-
acterization of an idealized and standardized approach to beauty
that, in practice, is never fully realized.

The Perfection of Cognition and the Ideal of Uniformity Amidst
Diversity

[[““GGeenneerraall RReemmaarrkk””]] In a summary reflection on §§1–22, Kant
highlights the importance of the imagination’s creative play in the
(ideal) experience of pure beauty. He focuses strongly on the imag-
ination’s activity per se, rather than on the free play of the imagi-
nation and understanding in conjunction, and mentions that the
imagination’s creative activity in the experience of pure beauty
simply should not “offend” the understanding. One motivation in
this emphasis is to argue against Francis Hutcheson’s view that
regular forms such as circles and triangles are paradigms of pure
beauty. As alternative examples, given his own theory of beauty,
Kant is more disposed to refer to birdsongs, flowers, complicated
designs, and all sorts of intelligible presentations that stimulate
one’s imagination. In this concluding remark, there is even the
impression that intense beauty arises when a form’s diversity is
elaborated as much as possible, almost to the point where one
reaches the edge of comprehensibility. This privileging of the
imagination-side of the harmony between the imagination and
understanding introduces some tension into Kant’s account.
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A more consistent alternative would be to maintain that both
unity (the organizing factor of understanding) and diversity (the
creative factor of imagination) should be intensified equally in an
intensely beautiful presentation, such that the most beautiful pre-
sentation would not be akin to a baroque flourishing of forms
whose diversity challenges the bounds of understanding, but
would involve forms that are highly diversified, as well as being
maximally organized and systematic. This is closer to the scientific
ideal and what the perfection of cognition would dictate.

A god-like comprehension of a perfectly rational world in its
infinite detail would produce such an image as well, and would also
reflect the leading idea of perfected cognition and a satisfaction
related to cognition in general. This would give a balanced weight
to both the understanding and imagination in the feeling of satis-
faction associated with the harmony of the cognitive faculties, and
would coincidentally coincide with the prevailing traditional for-
mula for beauty as expressing a “uniformity amidst variety,” not
to mention Kant’s own emphasis upon how purposive forms
impress us with a compelling intelligibility. In minor segments of
his theory of artistic genius, as we will see, Kant’s account will
nonetheless retain this disposition towards the more romantic,
more baroque, factor, where the creative power of imagination pre-
vails over the power of understanding.

One curiosity of Kant’s emphasis upon flourishing imaginative
forms in this appendix to the first main section of the Critique of
the Power of Judgment is that it creates some friction with his dis-
cussion of the ideal of human beauty, where well-proportioned,
classical Greek statues are the paradigm, and where complicated
ornamentation to the human body such as facial tattooing is set
aside on moral grounds. This suggests a basic tension in Kant’s dis-
cussions from the very start between offering an account that
maximizes the free play of the imagination to guarantee liveliness
in the experience of beauty, as opposed to emphasizing the role of
understanding to accentuate that the pleasure in the beautiful is
nonetheless a pleasure related to cognition.

It is not as if only the latter part of the Critique of Aesthetic
Judgment (which focusses on art) sometimes emphasizes imagina-
tion over the understanding in the theory of genius, and that the
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former part (which focusses on pure beauty) is exclusively classi-
cally-oriented in terms of how Kant organized his text. Although
the weight of Kant’s theory of beauty is formalistic, neoclassical,
rationalistic, and cognition-centered in spirit, it is evident from his
general remark at the end of this first section that he sometimes
expressed a strong preference for highly imaginative forms, even
in the midst of a discussion that focusses on more classical forms.

Kant’s general remark nonetheless highlights the importance of
“play” in the experience of pure beauty (this is a concept which, in
later years, has a central role in the aesthetic theories of Friedrich
Schiller and Sigmund Freud). As examples and analogies, Kant
mentions how in the appreciation of beautiful landscape scenery,
the indistinctness of the far-away objects inventively stimulates
our imagination, and how watching a charming brook with its bub-
bling water, or the changing shapes of a fire in a hearth, similarly
sustain the imagination’s free play.

THE DEDUCTION (LEGITIMATION) OF JUDGMENTS OF
PURE BEAUTY (§§30–40)

The Deduction and Our Sensus Communis

The term “deduction,” in Kant’s usage, is a legal term that refers to
a justification or legitimation of a claim or principle. In the present
situation, there is a need to justify how a judgment of pure beauty
can make a claim to necessity, since it is based only on feeling and
is not a cognitive judgment that provides empirical knowledge. At
first sight, it would seem that no such justification is possible, since
“subjective” usually implies contingency, privacy and variability
from person to person.

Kant rejects such a relativistic notion of subjectivity, of course,
but he does try to explain precisely how a judgment that is based on
feeling alone, that is not provable, that remains uncertain whether
in fact we are even meeting the criteria of such judgments in any
particular case, could nonetheless carry a claim to necessity. He
aims to show, in other words, how one person’s feeling of approval
could be upheld as the rule for everyone else, even if no proofs are
available that could force the individual’s judgment on anyone.
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Some of the themes arising now in the deduction (§§30 – 40)
are familiar from the first four logical moments of the judgment of
pure beauty (§§1–22). There is a separate expository section on the
deduction of pure judgments of beauty, however, since method-
ologically Kant’s aim in §§1–22 is only to describe analytically the
features of judgments of pure beauty, rather than engage in justifi-
cations and legitimating considerations. The expositions in the four
moments nonetheless provide the source materials for the justifi-
cation of the universal validity of pure judgments of beauty that
will now be addressed, and we find that his discussions in §§30–40
significantly repeat some of the points made in §§1–22. Despite
this repetitiousness, Kant advances some new considerations in the
deduction and he brings the justification of the universal validity
that attends judgments of pure beauty to a noticeably more funda-
mental theoretical level.

The problem of the deduction concerns whether there are any
feelings that are universal, non-empirical, and do not have a basis
in determinate concepts. In his moral theory, Kant identifies the
feeling of the respect for law as a universal feeling whose ground is
a priori (i.e., non-empirical), but is based on concepts. This example
from morality suggests that there could additionally be universal
feelings that are not based on concepts and that could serve as the
ground of judgments of pure beauty.

In the case of pure beauty, the universal feeling is necessarily
coordinated with the purposive structure of some given (usually
empirical) object, and this introduces a paradox into the situation.
Although the feeling of beauty is coordinated with a given object’s
purposive structure, this feeling is not itself a sensory feeling
whose attractiveness varies from person to person, as do the tastes
of foods, the textures of surfaces, and the scents of perfumes.

As we have seen, the universal feeling associated with pure
beauty – the feeling of approval that we know Kant believes radiates
from the harmony of the cognitive faculties – is thus in an inter-
mediary theoretical position between moral feelings and sensory
gratifications. Unlike moral feelings, feelings of beauty are not
based on concepts. They nonetheless typically require an empirical
object’s given structure to stimulate them, although neither are
they sensory gratifications that vary from person to person.
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The essence of the deduction is as follows:

This pleasure (Lust) [in pure beauty] must necessarily rest on the
same conditions in everyone, because they are subjective conditions
of the possibility of a cognition in general, and the proportion of these
cognitive faculties that taste requires is also required for the common
and healthy [i.e., basically given, not yet cultivated] understanding that
one may presuppose in everyone.

(§39, Ak 292–93 (155), G 172–73, P 159, M 150, B 135)

To be justified in claiming universal agreement for judgments of the
aesthetic power of judgment that rests merely on subjective grounds,
it is sufficient to grant only: 1) the subjective conditions of this faculty
are one and the same in all people, as far as is concerned the relation
of the cognitive powers thus set into activity for a cognition in general.
This must be true, because otherwise people could not communicate
their representations and even cognition itself. 2) The judgment has
considered merely this relation . . . and is pure . . . 

(§38, footnote, Ak 290 (152), G 170, P 155, M 147, B 132)

The leading idea is that all human beings obtain empirical knowl-
edge in exactly the same fundamental way, namely, through judg-
ments of the “S is P“ form that express the application of concepts
to individual things. In Kant’s terminology, all human beings
obtain empirical knowledge through an interrelationship between
the understanding and the imagination. When someone’s cognitive
capacities are working in their basic way, there is a fundamental
attunement, or proportion, between the understanding and imagi-
nation that we can suppose is the same in everyone, since every-
one’s elementary structure of cognition is knowable a priori in
reference to the operation of the categories of the understanding
and the forms of space and time in relation to some given empirical
content that they organize.

Kant believes that as a consequence of this common cognitive
structure, we have a capacity for judging objects in a way that
highlights, or has as its ideal, a fundamental attunement between
imagination and understanding that is necessary for comprehending
things in each and every case. He refers to this here as a common
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sense or sensus communis. It is a capacity we can suppose in
everyone, since we are all cognitively constituted in the same way.
We can all therefore judge an object using this sensus communis,
and reflect upon on object solely in reference to its capacity to
stimulate an ideal harmony of the cognitive faculties. To apply this
faculty, Kant states that we should consider the object by leaving
out everything related to sensory gratification and conceptual con-
tent and attend simply to how the object affects the formal quali-
ties of one’s cognitive state. This is only to say that, as here
characterized (i.e., more generically, in contrast to §§20 – 2213), the
sensus communis is coordinated with the disinterested attitude
that we would adopt when making a judgment of pure beauty.
Central to the deduction, then, is the presupposition that we are all
cognitively constituted in an identical way.

The Phenomenology of Cognition in General

In the above excerpts from Kant’s deduction of judgments of pure
beauty, it is stated that the satisfaction in pure beauty rests on
the subjective conditions of the possibility of cognition in general.
What Kant means here by “subjective” is simply those conditions
that are understandable a priori, in abstraction from any given
object of experience. This sense of the term “subjective” does not
refer to feelings that are experienced, but refers to structures,
principles, concepts, faculties, and the like. As applied to structures,
principles, and so on, that are known a priori, “subjective” means
having to do with the mind’s operation independently of experi-
ence, purely theoretically and not experientially or phenomeno-
logically.

The crucial issue of Kant’s deduction, however, does not involve
this sense of the term “subjective,” but a different sense of the
word. This is a phenomenological sense of the word that refers to
experiences of one sort or another. One could say, for example, that
objectively my hand is on the table for others to see, and that sub-
jectively, I can feel the inside of my hand, and that no one else feels
this. In this example, what is subjective is an experiential correlate
to an objective situation, structure or object.
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There is a sense in which the structures of the human mind –
the understanding, the imagination, judgment, and so on – are all
objective in that everyone has these structures and that they can be
referred to without referring at all to the feelings anyone happens
to experience. Indeed, since these structures define the universal
and necessary conditions for human experience, they have to be
describable in detached, impersonal, and neutral terms.

The deduction of judgments of pure beauty can therefore be
formulated in a more perspicuous way that reveals the depth of
the problem at hand. Specifically, the deduction involves hypothe-
sizing that the quality of the subjective experiences associated
with the operation of the objectively-describable cognitive struc-
tures that everyone shares, matches the universality and necessity
of the cognitive structures themselves. It is one thing to argue
theoretically that human empirical knowledge is constituted in a
certain abstract and logical way, viz., as the fusion of concept and
individual (i.e., the fusion of concept and “intuition” or what
Kant calls an “Anschauung“), or as the fusion of understanding
and imagination, and quite another to postulate, firstly, that
there are human experiences that correspond to these necessary
structures and, secondly, that the corresponding human experi-
ences are the same in everyone, simply because the structures are
the same.

This hypothesis is akin to asserting that if, at some moment, the
brain states and bodies of two people are atom-for-atom identical
(i.e., aside from their location, are indiscernibly identical from a
physical standpoint), then the two people must be thinking exactly
the same thoughts. Framed in this manner, the problem is straight-
forwardly philosophical and not obviously soluble.

Much debate surrounds this type of issue and it is fair to say
that the answer is inconclusive, when stated in the above terms.
What can be asserted with more confidence, though, is that Kant’s
deduction of judgments of pure beauty is grounded on the assump-
tion that the phenomenology of cognition (i.e., the supposedly uni-
versal feelings involved in the operations of cognition) in general
matches, or can in principle match, the theoretical structures of
cognition (viz., the harmony of understanding and imagination).
Only if this correspondence is possible – and it is difficult to prove
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that it is impossible – can one develop a theory of judgments of
pure beauty along the lines that Kant describes.

This leaves us in the following situation with respect to the
guarantee that judgments of pure beauty carry with them a neces-
sity. Kant cannot hold that the necessity of judgments of pure
beauty is guaranteed because he can prove that the universal har-
mony of the cognitive faculties is matched with a universal feeling
that phenomenologically or subjectively corresponds to that objec-
tive harmony.

It can only be said that since cognition is structured in the same
way for each person, then it is not contradictory, and is even quite
reasonable, to assume that people feel this structure’s operations in
the same way. Since the presence of such feeling is neither prov-
able nor disprovable, its philosophical reality is closer to a matter
of faith than it is a fact. But it can nonetheless serve as – as Kant
states – an ideal norm to which we can refer our attempts to make
judgments of pure beauty, not to mention our art-critical and
nature-critical aesthetic discussions. What we have, then, is a the-
ory whose foundations cannot be disproven and which suggests
fairly plausibly that if the objective conditions are identical in two
objects, then the subjective conditions, if any, will also be the same.

It is interesting to reflect that the reason why we so easily
accept aesthetic disagreement in matters of food is exactly because
we acknowledge that the structures of people’s taste buds can dif-
fer. If, in any particular case, we knew that the sensory and brain
structures were exactly the same between two people, the presence
of disagreement would make far less sense. Kant believes that the
same would follow in the case of identical cognitive structures. If
the cognitive structures are identical in any given situation, and if
a judgment were based exclusively upon that identity, then dis-
agreement would be unlikely.

Finally, from a less basic philosophical level and speaking more
from within the contours of Kant’s own theory, the deduction of a
universal feeling associated with the harmony of the cognitive fac-
ulties can be understood as a generic form of a more specific satis-
faction associated with ordinary cognitive judgments. These
judgments are either determining or reflective, and they amount
either to fitting an object to a concept or fitting a concept to an
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object. If there is a satisfaction in, for example, starting with the
concept “rose” and then finding some flower in the garden that fits
the concept, or in starting with some apprehension of a flower and
then ascertaining that the flower is a rose (or any such example),
then there is a basic satisfaction in making individual cognitive
judgments.

One can expand upon this by supposing that if there is a satis-
faction in making any and every individual cognitive judgment,
and if there are consequently no exceptions to the process, it is rea-
sonable to expect an associated satisfaction related to “cognition in
general,” viz., a satisfaction in the operation of the general mental
operations that structurally match this process of making any cog-
nitive judgment. This would be, namely, the fitting (or attunement,
or harmonious accord) of the understanding with the imagination
or vice-versa. Along such lines, one can hypothesize a satisfaction
in the harmony of the cognitive faculties that expresses the idea of
a fit or attunement between concepts and intuitions in general.
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SUBLIMITY IS SUBORDINATE TO BEAUTY

[[§§2233:: SSeeccoonndd BBooookk.. AAnnaallyyttiicc ooff tthhee SSuubblliimmee.. ““TTrraannssiittiioonn ffrroomm tthhee
ccaappaacciittyy ffoorr jjuuddggiinngg tthhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull ttoo tthhaatt ffoorr jjuuddggiinngg tthhee ssuubblliimmee””]]
Kant initiates his discussion of the sublime with a revision in ter-
minology that characterizes judgments of sublimity and beauty in
reference to a more generalized taxonomy of judgments. There are
different ways to formulate this taxonomy, but the most consistent
array locates the distinction between cognitive judgment and aes-
thetic judgment at the taxonomy’s most generic level.1 Cognitive
judgment can be either determining or reflecting, and aesthetic
judgment can be either sensory or reflecting. Aesthetic judgments
of reflection include judgments of pure beauty and judgments of
the sublime. The arrangement is as follows:

I. Cognitive Judgment (based on conceptual application)
A. Determining Cognitive Judgment
B. Reflecting Cognitive Judgment

II. Aesthetic Judgment (based on feeling)
A. Sensory Aesthetic Judgment

2
THE SUBLIME AND THE

INFINITE (§§23–29)



B. Reflecting Aesthetic Judgment
1. Judgments of Pure Beauty
2. Judgments of Sublimity

All judgments related to cognition are based on the elementary
fusion of concepts with individuals (i.e., they follow the elemen-
tary form, “S is P“), and the difference between determining and
reflecting judgment depends, as noted in the previous chapter, sim-
ply on whether we begin with a concept and find some object that
fits the concept, or whether we begin with some object and find
some concept that fits the object. To begin with a concept and then
to find an appropriate object is to make a determining cognitive
judgment; to begin with an object and then to find an appropriate
concept is to make a reflecting cognitive judgment. In the former
case, we determine an object’s quality through the application of
the concept; in the latter case we reflect upon an object’s presenta-
tion and apply a concept in view of that presentation.

Judgments of pure beauty and judgments of the sublime are a
species of reflecting aesthetic judgment, for in both cases we are
presented with an object, and follow this presentation with some
conceptual activity that is appropriate to the object. These judg-
ments are singular and they claim universal validity. They are not
reflecting cognitive judgments, however, for the reflection on a
given object does not issue in the application of a determinate con-
cept to the object to produce empirical knowledge. Reflecting
cognitive judgments and reflecting aesthetic judgments are conse-
quently important to distinguish, since beauty and sublimity
concern only the latter.

The conceptual activity involved in reflecting aesthetic judg-
ments is a higher-order activity, for we do not complete the judgment
by applying some concept to a given object, but associate the object,
via the imagination, with entire faculties of concepts, viz., either
with the understanding (the storehouse of determinate concepts)
or with reason (the storehouse of indeterminate concepts). In the
case of pure beauty, we refer a given object to a harmony between
the imagination (through which the object is presented to begin
with) and the understanding; in the case of the sublime, as we shall
now see, a given object stimulates a tension between the imagination
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and reason, which is the storehouse of rational ideas such as those
of morality, God, freedom, the world, and the immortal soul.

To characterize the sublime, Kant employs the style of analysis
he used in the analysis of beauty, since the sorts of judgment related
to each are the same insofar as they are aesthetic reflecting judg-
ments. As we know, Kant referred to three main divisions of the mind
in his analysis of beauty – understanding, imagination, and reason –
having analyzed the satisfaction that grounds judgments of pure
beauty in reference to a feeling of harmony between the cognitive
faculties of imagination and understanding. He also drew some rela-
tionships between beauty and reason in the context of the ideal of
beauty. Kant develops similar sorts of relationships between imagi-
nation, understanding, and reason within the context of sublimity.

Given the nature of sublime feelings – which we will explore
presently – Kant will claim that whereas the faculties of imagination,
understanding, and reason operate consistently with one another
in the experience of beauty (both free and adherent), the imagination
conflicts with both understanding and reason in the experience of
sublimity. The experience of the sublime will provide some satis-
faction, but this will be accompanied by displeasure.

Kant’s account of the sublime continues by outlining differences
between the beautiful and the sublime in connection with the idea
of purposiveness, which we have seen play a major role in the
apprehension of beauty. In one type of sublimity, for instance, we
are presented with extremely powerful objects that are sometimes
disorganized, wild, and unruly. These defy comprehension, and
they do not display a purposive form that strongly suggests that
some plan or intelligent design is at their basis. They consequently
do not lead us to wonder whether nature has an underlying plan or
design, and they frustrate the quest for intelligence and moral
meaning within nature itself.

Kant consequently subordinates sublimity to beauty with
respect to his more fundamental philosophical theme of ascertain-
ing whether there is any suggestion in nature itself, that our moral
demands can have an effective influence on the external world:

For the beautiful in nature we must seek a ground outside of our-
selves, but for the sublime merely one in ourselves and in the mode
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of thinking that introduces sublimity into the representation of nature;
a very necessary preliminary remark, which completely separates the
idea of the sublime from that of a purposiveness of nature, and
makes of the theory of the sublime a mere addendum [einen bloßen
Anhang] to the aesthetic judging of the purposiveness of nature,
because this means no particular form is represented in nature, but
there is developed only a purposive use that the imagination makes of
its representation.

(§23, Ak 246 (78), G 130, P 100, M 93, B 84–85)

Kant does not say that the theory of sublimity is an addendum to
the theory of beauty per se; he states that the theory of sublimity
is an addendum to the judging of the purposiveness of nature. This
reveals how his interest in writing the Critique of the Power of
Judgment is not only to explain what beauty is, but to complete a
broader project of analyzing judgments that are directed towards
ascertaining the purposiveness of nature. Underlying the Critique
of the Power of Judgment as a whole are questions of human
meaning, God’s existence, and matters concerning the confidence
we can reasonably have in the establishment of a moral reality on
earth (i.e., in space and time). Related to these questions is the
issue of how much resistance nature presents to the actualization
of moral demands, given that from the scientific standpoint nature
is understandable as a merely mechanical entity with no moral
content at all. In his analysis of the sublime, Kant will associate a
moral content with the feeling of the sublime (which is nonethe-
less different from a moral feeling), but mostly absent from the
account will be reflections on how the empirical world itself
embodies moral contents. To this extent, the analysis of the sub-
lime applies to Kant’s deeper practical goal of rendering the world a
more moral place by attending mainly to the reinforcement of
moral awareness within the individual.

The upshot of these reflections is to conceive of the sublime as a
feeling that, unlike the satisfaction in pure beauty, does not issue in
a universalistic projection of a quality called “sublimity” upon an
object akin to how we ascribe a size, shape or weight to the object.
Very large or very powerful objects stimulate certain feelings in us,
and Kant refers to these feelings themselves as sublime. An objective
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link to the external world, similar to the projection of necessary
intersubjective agreement that arises in judgments of pure beauty,
is mostly absent, for the feeling of the sublime is not based on a
satisfaction related to cognition in general and accordingly, the
universality of judgments of the sublime is not grounded in the
nature of cognition. If anything, objects that cause feelings of the
sublime frustrate the drive towards comprehension. Kant explains:

But one sees from this immediately, that we express ourselves com-
pletely incorrectly if we call some or other object of nature sublime,
although we can quite rightly call very many of them beautiful; for how
can we designate with an expression of approval, that which is appre-
hended as being in itself counter-purposive [zweckwidrig]? We can say
no more than that the object is fit for the presentation of a sublimity
that can be found in the mind; for what is actually sublime cannot be
contained in any sensible form, but concerns only ideas of reason.
These, though no presentation adequate to them is possible, are pro-
voked and called to mind precisely by this inadequacy, which does
allow of sensible presentation. Thus the wide ocean, enraged by
storms, cannot be called sublime. Its visage is horrible; and one must
already have filled the mind with all sorts of ideas if by means of such
an intuition it is to be put in the mood for a feeling which is itself sub-
lime, in that the mind is incited to abandon sensibility and to occupy
itself with ideas that contain a higher purposiveness.

(§23, Ak 245 (76), G 129, P 99, M 91–92, B 83–84)

This lengthy excerpt captures the essence of Kant’s theory of the
sublime, and we can see at the outset how he continues to discern
purposiveness in whatever phenomena he is addressing. In the case
of the sublime, however, he finds this purposiveness only within
the mind itself in relation to its moral ideas, rather than outside of
it in the spatio-temporal configurations of objects in the external
world. Indeed, he adds that experiences of the sublime have the
effect of turning a person inward and away from the external
world, since the latter is experienced as inadequate for expressing
the infinity-related contents of the sublime with any completeness.

[[§§2244:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ddiivviissiioonn ooff aann iinnvveessttiiggaattiioonn ooff tthhee ffeeeelliinngg
ooff tthhee ssuubblliimmee””]] Kant officially organizes his investigation of the
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sublime in terms of the same four logical moments that structure
his analysis of pure beauty. In the following excerpt, he elegantly
summarizes the results of his analysis of beauty, which he now
aims to reiterate in connection with the sublime:

For the satisfaction in the sublime, just like that in the beautiful, as a
judgment of the aesthetic reflecting power of judgment, must be rep-
resented as universally valid according to its quantity, as without
interest according to its quality, as subjective purposiveness accord-
ing to its relation, and as a necessary subjective purposiveness
according to its modality. Thus the method will not depart from that
in the preceding section . . . 

(§24, Ak 247 (79), G 130–31, P 100, M 93, B 85)

If we recall the first lines of the Critique of the Power of Judgment,
we will remember that Kant referred to the alternative ways a
given representation can be interpreted. There were either objec-
tively in reference to the knowledge it represents, or subjectively
in reference to the pleasure or displeasure it stimulates. In his the-
ory of beauty he extended this mode of analysis, outlining various
ways in which a given representation can be held up for aesthetic
contemplation in view of the purposiveness of its form, either in
reference to powers of cognition in general (in which case the uni-
versal satisfaction in a judgment of pure beauty may result), or in
reference to the powers of reason (in which case we regard the rep-
resentation aesthetically in light of its moral content).

In the theory of the sublime, the basic situation is the same. The
difference is that the sort of objects that stimulate sublime feelings
do not exhibit any purposiveness of form, and as a result, the sub-
jective effects of holding up such a non-purposive representation,
respectively, to the faculties of understanding and reason yield dif-
ferent types of feeling. They also yield different types of the sub-
lime, namely, the mathematically (mathematisch) sublime that
arises when the non-purposive representation is held up to the fac-
ulty of understanding, and the dynamically (dynamisch) sublime
that arises when the non-purposive representation is held up to the
faculty of reason. The former leads to a feeling of respect; the lat-
ter, to a feeling of freedom. The type of non-purposiveness that the
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object exhibits is different in each case, and depending upon the
type of non-purposiveness, either the understanding or reason
plays the leading role in the experience of the sublime. The mathe-
matical sublime concerns objects of extremely large numerical
magnitude that defy our understanding; the dynamically sublime
concerns objects of overwhelming power that underscore the
fragility of our physical existence.

THE INFINITE MAGNITUDE OF THE MATHEMATICALLY
SUBLIME

[[§§2255:: ““NNoommiinnaall eexxppllaannaattiioonn ooff tthhee ssuubblliimmee””]] Kant offers three def-
initions of the mathematical sublime which he considers to be
interchangeable with each other:

1. “We call that sublime which is absolutely large.” (§25, Ak 248
(80), G 131, P 103, M 94, B 86)

2. “The sublime is that in comparison to which everything else is
small.” (§25, Ak 250 (84), G 134, P 105, M 97, B 88)

3. “The sublime is that, which in the very ability to think of it,
demonstrates a mental capacity that surpasses every measure
of the senses.” (§25, Ak 250 (85), G 134, P 106, M 98, B 89)

The third of these has the most import, and it is based on the first
definition, which contains an implicit contrast between that which
is large and that which is absolutely large. To illuminate this dis-
tinction, Kant begins with some reflections on ordinary statements
that refer to the sizes of things, since size is the relevant feature of
mathematically sublime objects. The statement “that is big” sug-
gests that, at least relative to the sort of thing in question, there is
nothing bigger. If we reflect further, though, in appreciation that
we are considering some physical thing, it becomes evident that
such a judgment can only be comparative, since for any given large
thing relative to its kind, there is always some other kind of thing
that is even larger.

Any small thing can appear to be large when it is set against
even smaller things; any large thing can appear to be small when it
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is set against even larger things. The earth is small in comparison
to our galaxy, and the earth is large in comparison to a tree grow-
ing on its surface. Every ascription of the term “large” to a finite
object can only be a conditional ascription, since no finite object
can be absolutely large or absolutely great in size. Since every
object of the senses that we can concretely imagine is finite, no
such object of the senses can be absolutely large, and there are con-
sequently no such objects of the senses that fit the definition of the
sublime. Kant curiously never discusses the infinite size of space
itself in this respect, which in the Critique of Pure Reason (A25 /
B40) he states is represented by us as an infinite magnitude.

From this Kant concludes that the very thought of the sublime
directs our attention away from the world of sensory experience
towards purely conceptual entities that can more adequately repre-
sent infinite totalities. He adds that very large sensory objects
nonetheless stimulate our imagination to expand in the direction
of the infinite, and that this imaginative expansion produces an
aesthetic satisfaction. At some point during the expansion, there is
nonetheless a frustrating moment when one’s imaginative powers
become exhausted (i.e., as in trying impossibly to complete an infi-
nite sequence of numbers, 1, 2, 3, 4, . . . ). This frustration is accom-
panied by the realization that objects of this kind can be
comprehended, not by adding unit to unit, but from the rational
standpoint of summing the sequence in a more idealizing way (i.e.,
as when we put set brackets around the numerical sequence to rep-
resent the closure of a set such as (5, 10, 15, 20, 25, . . . )).

[[§§2266:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee eessttiimmaattiioonn ooff tthhee mmaaggnniittuuddee ooff nnaattuurraall
tthhiinnggss tthhaatt iiss rreeqquuiirreedd ffoorr tthhee iiddeeaa ooff tthhee ssuubblliimmee””]] In principle,
every finitely-sized object in our experience can be comprehended
within the field of perception, simply because the object is finite
and a standpoint from which we could take in the object in a single
survey is at least conceivable. In this abstract respect, no finitely-
sized object would be expected to stimulate feelings of the sublime.
There are many occasions, of course, when we are not in an opti-
mal perceptual situation to be able to comprehend some given
finitely-sized object, and feelings of the sublime can be stimulated
by finite objects under such conditions. The experience of the Great
Wall of China would be an example, which is possible to experience
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only in small segments of its close-to-incomprehensible length,
when one is situated on the ground. The experience of the earth’s
sphere is yet another example, which is comprehensible as a whole
only from a distant standpoint in outer space.

Kant’s analysis of the mathematical sublime focuses on the
experiences of extremely large objects – objects that, although not
infinitely large themselves, nonetheless suggest the idea of infinity –
and he reveals some surprising psychological dynamics that arise
in the course of our attempts to comprehend such objects. As the
benchmark for the analysis of all objects that stimulate the feeling
of the mathematical sublime (e.g., the expansive ocean, the starry
sky, an apparently endless desert, etc.), Kant focuses on the mental
processes involved when attempting to comprehend an object that
is so large that it exhausts our imagination.

In such situations, he notices two main dynamics. The first has
been mentioned above, where no matter how we try to measure
the size of an inexhaustibly extensive object, the units eventually
diminish in magnitude such as to become useless. For example, we
could start measuring a line extending out into space in miles, then
progress quickly to light-years, but then imagine the universe as
being so large, that even the measure of light-years reduces to the
significance of centimeters as a way to measure a field as large as
we can possibly imagine. In due time, we reach a steady-state con-
dition where no matter how large we make our finite units, they
end up being reduced to useless infinitesimals. The effort to mea-
sure what is inexhaustibly large eventually puts us on a treadmill,
where we end up standing conceptually still.

The second sort of dynamic is more experientially relevant and
is grounded in the phenomenology of perception. Kant states that
when surveying items of an extremely large size, we reach a point
in our imagination where we can retain only so much, and what we
add on in our imagination at one end to further comprehend the
object is lost at the other. An example would be trying to take in a
large city in a single perceptual sweep as one walks quickly through
the city. After awhile, one gains as much as one loses. The same
would be the case in trying to comprehend the Egyptian Pyramids
if one were standing too close to them. Such cases express a kind of
steady-state, treadmill-like condition where progress in comprehen-
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sion comes to a standstill. One walks or visually surveys, but one
does not go anywhere in terms of increasing one’s comprehension.

These steady-state mental processes associated with the imagi-
native efforts to comprehend an extremely large object signify to
Kant that the imagination is simply not equipped to comprehend
physical objects that suggest the concept of infinity. We try to
absorb the entire object, and soon have a sense that either we could
continue forever with our effort, or that our effort is simply mak-
ing no progress. He writes:

Nature is thus sublime in those of its appearances, whose intuition
brings with them the idea of their infinity. Now the latter cannot hap-
pen, otherwise than through the inadequacy of the greatest effort of
our imagination in the estimation of an object’s magnitude.

(§26, Ak 255 (93), G 138, P 112, M 103, B 94)

We thus have an expansion of the imagination in the presence of
an extremely large object. The expansion is initially pleasurable,
but it continues only to a point when one realizes that the object
cannot be comprehended in the sense of its being grasped all at
once. One’s imagination is at that point frustrated, but in this expe-
rience of frustration, the very awareness of the totality for which
we strive reveals the activity of a different mental faculty – the
faculty of reason, which is the seat of morality – whose very role is
to comprehend infinite totalities. The totalities that reason compre-
hends, however, are only ideals that no experience can instantiate.
They nonetheless importantly represent an aspect of our nature
that is supersensible and free of mechanical determination. The
experience of the sublime thus draws our attention to what lies
supersensibly, and in this case introspectively, beyond nature.2

Judgments of pure beauty, as we know, are made in reference to
the purposive form of an object and stimulate a harmony between
the imagination and the understanding. In contrast, judgments of
pure mathematical sublimity are made in reference to the immense
and non-purposive size of an object. This size initially stimulates
an expansion of the imagination, but it also eventually brings one’s
imagination to a frustrating treadmill-like activity that fails to
comprehend the object fully. This frustration, however, is answered
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by the presence of reason and its capacity to comprehend infinite
totalities. The purposiveness, or intelligible directedness, in this
experience does not therefore reside in qualities of the extremely
large object itself, but in how the large object stimulates one’s
imagination to advance towards infinity. Kant concludes:

Thus, just as the aesthetic power of judgment in judging the beautiful
relates the power of the imagination in its free play to the understand-
ing, in order to agree with the understanding’s concepts in general
(without determination of them), so is the power of the imagination
related to reason in judging a thing to be sublime, in order to corre-
spond subjectively with its ideas (to which ones remains indetermi-
nate), i.e., to produce an attunement of the mind that is in conformity
with them and compatible with that which the influence of determi-
nate (practical) ideas would produce on feeling.

(§26, Ak 256 (94), G 139, P 112–13, M 104, B 94–95)

[[§§2277:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee qquuaalliittyy ooff tthhee ffeeeelliinngg ooff aapppprroovvaall iinn tthhee
jjuuddggiinngg ooff tthhee ssuubblliimmee””]] Let us now consider the above-mentioned
attunement of mind that is associated with the mathematical sub-
lime in more detail. One of Kant’s interests in attending to the
nature of sublimity is in setting forth the relationship between
moral consciousness and the experience of sublime feelings. He
states that a feeling of respect emerges when we find ourselves in a
position where, as a matter of fact, we cannot attain a level of com-
prehension or realization that we feel that we ought to be able to
attain, but can nonetheless apprehend that the condition can be
realized in principle. We consequently have a feeling of respect
towards the realization of that ideal condition. For instance, we might
feel that we could become more accomplished than we presently
are at this or that activity, and consequently have a feeling of
respect towards someone who seems to have attained, or who has
come much closer to, the ideal condition for which we aim.

The unique feature of the experience of sublimity is that these
two conditions reside within ourselves: one part of us cannot real-
ize what we ought to, and yet another part of us can. One aspect of
ourselves consequently ends up having a feeling of respect towards
the other. Specifically, our sensory, finite, bodily aspect ends up
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having a feeling of respect towards our purely rational aspect. This
feeling of self-respect is the overall effect of the experience of the
sublime. It is analogous to, although it is not identical with, our
feeling of self-respect that arises in the context of moral awareness.

In the experience of the mathematical sublime, an overwhelm-
ingly large object challenges our imaginative effort to comprehend it
completely, and this imaginative effort eventually fails when it
arrives at the treadmill-effect described above. Reason, however,
enters into the activity and completes the comprehension of (what
amounts to, for all practical purposes) the infinite. It does this only
by stepping into the non-sensory, purely rational realm where infi-
nite totalities can indeed be comprehended. The idea of humanity
that resides in the purely rational realm is thereby in a position to be
associated with the experience. The overwhelmingly large objects
that cause the imagination to reach for the infinite and that indi-
rectly produce an awareness of our purely rational aspect become
themselves the objects of admiration insofar as they have this capac-
ity to induce moral awareness, but ultimately Kant states that the
feeling of the sublime in nature is not about the large objects them-
selves, but is about a feeling of respect for our own rational vocation.

It should be added that when we project a feeling of respect
towards the overwhelming objects, this does lead us to regard them
as being analogous to persons. This lends a more anthropomorphic
guise to nature, despite the comprehension-defying qualities that
overwhelming objects possess. The experience of the sublime thus
has the indirect effect of projecting a human-friendly intelligence
into nature, even in its most overwhelming and incomprehensible
aspects. As we shall see in later sections, Kant believes that such an
underlying intelligence needs to be assumed if our moral obliga-
tions are to be met, so in this small respect the experience of the
sublime assists in Kant’s project of coordinating nature and morality.

THE OVERWHELMING POWER OF THE DYNAMICALLY
SUBLIME

[[§§2288:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg nnaattuurree aass aa ppoowweerr””;; §§2299 ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee
mmooddaalliittyy ooff tthhee jjuuddggmmeenntt oonn tthhee ssuubblliimmee iinn nnaattuurree””]] It is tempting

the sublime and the infinite 105



to assume that in the feelings of the mathematically sublime and
the dynamically sublime the content is essentially the same, but
there is a significant difference between the two. Both feelings do
involve initial displeasures that issue in a higher level of aware-
ness, but the kinds of displeasures are different in each type of the
sublime: feelings of the mathematically sublime involve a frustra-
tion of the imagination in an effort to comprehend an object, but
no element of fear; feelings of the dynamically sublime are
grounded upon an initial fear of a threatening object. The dynami-
cally sublime thus fits more closely with Edmund Burke’s 1757
characterization of the sublime, described famously in his A
Philosophical Inquiry Into Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
(Part IV, §7) as a “tranquillity tinged with terror.” Kant himself
states the following:

. . . nature is judged as sublime in our aesthetic judgment, not inso-
far as it arouses fear, but rather because it calls forth our power
(which is not nature) to regard those things about which we are con-
cerned (goods, health and life) as minor, and hence to regard its
power (to which we are certainly subjected in regard to these things)
as not the sort of dominion over ourselves and our authority to which
we would have to bow, if it came down to our highest principles and
their affirmation or abandonment.

(§28, Ak 262 (105), G 145, P 121, M 111, B 101)

In the experience of the dynamically sublime, a powerful physical
object or phenomenon – bold cliffs, towering storm clouds, light-
ning and thunder, volcanoes, hurricanes, a raging ocean, a lofty
waterfall – is acknowledged as being seriously fearsome, even
though when we contemplate the object we might not happen to
be fearing it at the time. Kant maintains that, in the face of such
threatening phenomena, we can consider them disinterestedly and
thereby realize that there is a component to ourselves that remains
immune from their physical threat. Upon such a realization, we
apprehend with some satisfaction that even the overpowering
forces of nature can do nothing to undermine our rational princi-
ples, since those principles are of an altogether different, non-
physical order. An effect of this is to enhance one’s inner strength
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of character. There is a certain character-building effect associated
with having experiences of the dynamically sublime, and a moral
benefit to putting ourselves in some physical danger, as long as we
can maintain a disinterested state of mind.

To recall, in feelings of the mathematical sublime, every possible
unit of measure, however relatively large it might be as a finite
unit, is transformed into an infinitesimal magnitude once it
becomes compared to what is absolutely large. Light years quickly
shrink into centimeters as we enlarge the scope of our conception
of the physical universe’s size. In feelings of the dynamically sub-
lime the mental process is comparable, except that what diminishes
into an infinitesimal quantity is, more profoundly, the meaning of
all worldly interests that depend on our physical constitution. The
meaning of happiness, as Kant defines it as the satisfaction of
worldly desires, is made small in the face of reason and made
utterly insignificant when it stands alone. Feelings of both the
mathematically and dynamically sublime consequently stimulate
an awareness of a supersensible and privileged aspect of our being
in comparison to our perishable fleshly condition. Both bring rea-
son and, hence, moral reality into view.

Kant gives a list of physical phenomena that stimulate feel-
ings of the dynamically sublime (e.g., bold cliffs, etc., as men-
tioned above) and although natural objects and phenomena are
usually recited as the paradigm examples of the sublime, Kant
soon gravitates into a discussion of the sublime human character
to give his discussion a deeper moral import. His example is
worth quoting:

For what is it, that even to the uncivilized person is an object of the
greatest admiration? It is someone who is not frightened, who has no
fear, and thus does not shrink before danger but energetically goes to
work with complete deliberation. And even in the most civilized cir-
cumstances this exceptionally high esteem for the warrior remains,
only now one demands additionally that he also show all the virtues of
peace, gentleness, empathy and even proper care for his own person,
exactly because the incorruptibility of his mind by danger is recogniz-
able in this manner.

(§28, Ak 262 (106), G 146, P 121, M 112, B 102)
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Kant celebrates the incorruptibility of character as an expression of
the sublime, and in league with his outstanding warrior who has a
moral conscience, we can add those religious, scientific, nationalis-
tic, and community-minded people of all types who die for their
convictions and face their executions without fear, or who even
willingly sacrifice themselves fearlessly for their convictions.
Within Kant’s view, it is essential to emphasize that such convic-
tions need to be universal, necessary, and rationally-grounded, but
the quality of sublime character to which he refers is recognizable
in many different contexts. In Kant’s view, a sublime character is
someone who regards no physical obstacle as unconditionally
standing in the way of the realization of moral principles. A society
of sublime characters would therefore go a long way towards real-
izing such principles in their community, as opposed to groups of
weaker-willed people who are more easily intimidated by danger or
whose behavior is dominated by sensory gratification.

Kant believes that the feelings of the dynamically sublime are
in principle universally-grounded, since they are based on the sup-
position that every human being has the same moral constitution.
He is less confident, though, that there will be as much actual
agreement in judgments of the dynamically sublime as there is
agreement in judgments of pure beauty. His own view is that a
more extensive cultural background is necessary for experiencing
feelings of the dynamically sublime, and he gives the example of a
Savoyard peasant who simply believes that mountain climbers are
fools who risk their lives needlessly. Kant explains such differences
in attitude as a matter of cultural refinement, but one can wonder
whether the differences reside more directly in whether or not a
person is more easily overcome by fear and is more or less inter-
ested in self-preservation. Presumably, there have been many nat-
urally-courageous people who were uncultured and who were also
naturally reflective with an upright moral sensibility, and who it
could be supposed reasonably had experienced feelings of the
dynamically sublime as well.

[[““GGeenneerraall RReemmaarrkk””]] Kant concludes his account of the sublime
with a few clusters of comments on various themes, some of which
reiterate earlier discussions. One of the non-repetitive discussions
continues a brief treatment of religious themes from the preceding
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§28. In that preceding section, Kant noted that some of the more
superstitious religious attitudes towards God regard divine power
as being not much different from a threatening natural force – a
force whose actions are unpredictable and that can strike a person
down at any moment. Here, the typical religious attitudes involve
not exactly respect, but a “submission, dejection, and a feeling of
complete powerlessness that is the appropriate disposition of the
mind to the appearance of such an object.” Kant believes that this
is a morally insensitive and primitive conception of God, since it
overlooks how human beings themselves have a moral nature and
how this moral nature is itself akin to the divine. He thus uses his
theory of the dynamically sublime to distinguish between highly
superstitious religions and more enlightened ones.

In his concluding general remark Kant continues this theme,
mentioning how Judaism and Mohammedanism are well situated
in the sphere of enlightened religions:

Perhaps there is no more sublime place in the Jewish law than the
commandment: you should make neither any image, nor any likeness
of that which is either in heaven, or on the earth, or yet under the
earth, etc. This commandment alone can explain the enthusiasm that
the Jewish people during its civilized epoch, felt for its religion when it
compared itself with other peoples, or the pride that Mohammedanism
inspired. The very same thing also holds of the representation of the
moral law and the tendency to morality in us.

(General Remark, Ak 274 (124–25), G 156, P 135, M 127, B 115)

Kant’s theory of the sublime has an undercurrent of religious con-
tent, and in this context we can observe two further associations to
traditional arguments for God’s existence. The first of these is how
Kant’s definition of the mathematically sublime as “that which is
absolutely large” resonates with the more abstract and generalized
definition of God that initiates the traditional ontological argu-
ment for God’s existence, namely, “God is a being than which no
greater can be conceived.” In both cases we have, as Kant would
state, an idea of reason that represents an absolute standard against
which everything else is rendered finite.

The association between that which is absolutely large and “that
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than which no greater can be conceived” might at first be regarded
as somewhat attenuated, because quantitative magnitude and the
concept of God are not synonymous. Kant, however, moves swiftly
from his analysis of the rational idea of the absolutely large, to a
reference to the realm of rational ideas in general, and introduces
moral content into the experience of the mathematical sublime via
the conception of the respect we have for anything that represents
an ideal for us. Given his remark in §28 that aligns morality with
God in connection with the dynamically sublime, the connection
between God and the sublime is evident. He states:

. . . the right frame of mind to admire the greatness of God, for which
one requires a mind-set of calm contemplation and a completely free
judgment. Only if he is conscious of his upright, God-pleasing dispo-
sition do those effects of power serve to awaken in him the idea of the
sublimity of God’s being, insofar as he recognizes in himself a sub-
limity of disposition suitable to God’s will, and is thereby raised above
the fear of such effects of nature, which he does not regard as out-
bursts of God’s wrath.

(§28, Ak 263–64 (108), G 147, P 122–23, M 113–14, B 103)

Not only does Kant’s overall discussion of the sublime reflect the
definition of God that initiates the ontological argument for God’s
existence, the specific experience of the mathematically sublime
reflects the thought-process that defines another traditional argu-
ment for God’s existence, namely, the cosmological argument. As is
known to many, this argument begins by observing that contin-
gent things exist at present, and that these contingent things have
themselves been generated from other previously-existing contin-
gent things. The argument asserts that this sequence cannot be
extended backwards forever, since this only leaves us with an infi-
nite sequence of contingent things that itself remains contingent
and without explanation. Hence, we need to postulate some non-
contingent, or necessary, being, to explain the presence of the
things right now.

This argument structure mirrors how Kant describes the experi-
ence of the mathematically sublime: our imagination expands in
the direction of infinity, fails to encompass it, and then arrives at a
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comprehension that is non-imaginative, purely rational, and situ-
ated on another conceptual dimension. As noted in the connection
to the ontological argument above, the endpoint of the imaginative
process brings us to an awareness of a mode of unconditional being
akin to the divine.

It could be said that the experience of the mathematical sublime
is an aesthetic and phenomenological version of the cosmological
argument, with of course the qualification that the God that
emerges turns out to reside exclusively in us, rather than in
nature.3 When Kant’s theory of sublimity is interpreted in this
way, the religious and moral components become more salient and
the underlying infinite meaning and unconditional ground of the
sublime becomes more clear. Kant maintains that the theory of
sublimity is only an appendage to the project of ascertaining pur-
posiveness in nature, and in reference to this project, the contribu-
tions of the sublime are limited to projecting a feeling of respect on
overwhelmingly large and powerful objects. However, in view of
his ultimate view that we need to suppose God’s existence to ren-
der nature and morality compatible in a genuinely effective way,
the avenue towards moral awareness that the experience of sub-
limity provides does significantly underscore the primary, uncon-
ditional moral interests of Kant’s outlook.
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ARTISTIC BEAUTY VS. NATURAL BEAUTY

[[§§4411:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee eemmppiirriiccaall iinntteerreesstt iinn tthhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull””]] After
completing his legitimation (i.e., deduction) of the universality of
the feeling that grounds judgments of pure beauty (§§30–40),
Kant returns to his general theme of how other sorts of satisfac-
tions can be combined with the disinterested satisfaction peculiar
to judgments of pure beauty. We have already seen one instance of
such a doubly-grounded combination in judgments of adherent
beauty, where the satisfaction in an object’s perfection combines
with the satisfaction in its pure beauty. Another instance has been
when sensory gratification combines with the satisfaction in an
object’s pure beauty, as when charm and emotion enter into the
judgment.

There are further ways to associate other sorts of satisfaction
with beauty, and Kant notes that there can be direct (as in the cases
above) and indirect ways of introducing such satisfactions into the
situation. In the indirect modes, the judgment of pure beauty is
presupposed as already having been successfully made without the
admixture of either conceptual or sensory satisfaction. An interest

3
THE FINE ARTS AND CREATIVE

GENIUS (§§41–54)



is introduced afterwards that associates this satisfaction in pure
beauty itself with other kinds of satisfactions, and these latter sat-
isfactions can either be empirically-derived or have a priori
grounds. The situation is roughly comparable to the difference
between drinking pure water mixed with sugar and obtaining a
sensory satisfaction from the sweet and clearly refreshing sensa-
tion of the complex mixture, as opposed to drinking pure water
alone, obtaining a sensory satisfaction from the refreshing and
unsweetened water, while also obtaining an added practical satis-
faction from having done something useful to maintain one’s
health.

Among the satisfactions related to empirical interests that can
be added to the satisfaction in pure beauty, Kant mentions the nat-
ural interest of people to be sociable. This is closely connected to
the appreciation of beauty, since our intrinsic (i.e., natural, but not
supposedly a priori) social awareness inevitably leads us to con-
ceive of our universal capacity to appreciate beauty in relation to
communicating our feelings to other people. Kant believes that
when people are altogether disengaged from society, as one might
be when stranded upon a desert island, the disposition to beautify
oneself and one’s surroundings would fade.

Kant mentions the above example of the desert island in pass-
ing, for his main concern is in identifying how a priori interests
can be linked with the satisfaction in pure beauty. The objects of
our experience typically present us with an amalgamation of both
sensory (i.e., colors, tastes, textures, etc.) and spatio-temporal qual-
ities, and since in judgments of pure beauty we abstract away from
the sensory qualities and the gratification they produce, Kant
regards the capacity to appreciate pure beauty as itself an impor-
tant way to detach ourselves from, and elevate ourselves above,
sensory gratification. If, however, in addition to this detachment
and elevation, pure beauty can be associated with a priori
interests – and for Kant these are mainly moral interests – then
the capacity to appreciate beauty could serve as an intermediary
and transitional point between raw sensory gratification and ratio-
nal moral awareness.

[[§§4422:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee iinntteelllleeccttuuaall iinntteerreesstt iinn tthhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull””]] To
understand Kant’s discussion of the intellectual interest in beauty
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it is important to recall that judgments of pure beauty altogether
disregard the origins of the object whose beauty we are estimating.
We estimate only how the object’s purposive form makes us feel,
and consider it unimportant whether we happen to be contemplat-
ing a dream object or an actual object, natural object or a work of
art. None of the latter considerations matter in the judgment of
pure beauty. Only the quality of the apprehended design matters,
and reflection upon where this design in fact happens to originate
is not part of the judgment.

At the outset, then, we must distinguish between (1) judging an
object’s pure beauty in reference to its abstract design alone (i.e.,
no matter where it came from),1 (2) judging an object’s pure
beauty as in (1), but then taking the supplementary step of associ-
ating this pure beauty with an additional satisfaction related to the
object’s origin as a natural object, and (3) judging an object’s
beauty insofar as we reflect upon its abstract design in view of our
recognizing it as a work of art, i.e., as having originated through
someone’s intentional action. Judging the beauty of an object as a
work of art, and therefore as having a definite purpose, clearly
entails that we form a judgment of adherent beauty that highlights
what sort of thing the object is. Judging an object as an actual natu-
ral object (i.e., believing it to be such) also involves adding an
interest to the situation. This marks a difference between aestheti-
cally judging an object as an abstract design simpliciter, as opposed
to judging it aesthetically as a natural object, i.e., as something that
actually has a public existence, but which is not a work of art.

This threefold distinction emerges in recognition of Kant’s
canonical example of the imaginary palace that illustrates his core
conception of disinterestedness in §2. This is an imaginary image,
or representation of the imagination, that the mind can produce
spontaneously, and which is judged neither as an objective natural
product nor as an intentional product of art. Kant introduces the
example precisely because he wants to emphasize that it is irrele-
vant to making a judgment of pure beauty, whether or not an
actual object corresponds to the representation that we are reflect-
ing upon.

Kant’s numerous references to natural beauty thus need to be
disambiguated in reference to whether he is referring simply to a
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judgment of an object, where the “object” is merely some mental
representation considered only as such, or whether he is referring
more complexly to a judgment of an object, where the mental rep-
resentation involved is viewed additionally as having been pro-
duced objectively by nature and hence, as referring to an actual
natural object. We will refer to “pure beauty” as opposed to “natu-
ral beauty” to distinguish the former, simple situation from the
latter, complex one. Judgments of natural beauty – and these are of
primary moral concern in the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment – are
neither judgments of adherent beauty, nor are they examples of
paradigmatic and theoretically foundational judgments of pure
beauty.

Kant emphasizes the difference between appreciating an object’s
beauty as a natural object as opposed to appreciating it as a work of
art in reference to making character assessments of people who are
interested in beautiful things. He reports that within social circles
of art connoisseurs, one often encounters vain, obstinate, and
spoiled characters. For Kant, this supports the view that having an
interest in beautiful works of art does not provide evidence of good
moral character (i.e., taking an interest in beautiful art is neutral
with respect to the issue of character). In contrast, he maintains
that taking an interest in natural beauty and actively wishing to
preserve naturally beautiful things is indeed evidence a good moral
character. He goes so far as to say that if one has a good moral
character, a less intense example of natural beauty will be more
satisfying than a more intense example of artistic beauty, thus
underscoring how those with good moral characters are more
interested in the significance of natural beauty.

The explanation of this difference in attitude resides in the
nature of moral interests themselves. If one has a good moral char-
acter and tries to do what one unconditionally ought to do, and
hopes thereby more generally that everyone will someday do what
they morally ought to do, there is an underlying disposition to
search in nature for evidence that nature itself is supportive of our
moral activity. It is therefore a rational interest to search within
the field of nature for morally-supportive phenomena.

Beautiful natural objects fit this description insofar as the disin-
terested attitude required for assessing the morality of an action is
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analogous to the disinterested attitude required for judging the
pure beauty of an object. When making a moral judgment, for
instance, we do not consider ourselves privately, but regard our-
selves as a person in general, whose maxim of action would be
applicable to anyone in the same situation. Moreover, since objects
of pure beauty themselves dispose us to adopting a disinterested
standpoint in general, they are therefore resonant with moral
awareness as well. Kant consequently believes that if one has a
good moral character to begin with, then objects of natural beauty
will be especially attractive, owing to how their purposive structure
resonates with one’s own generally disinterested mind-set. Such
kinships are the theme of §59, “Beauty as the Symbol of
Morality.”

Kant maintains that at the foundation of a good moral character,
there is an interest in the ultimate purpose of human existence, so
in its universal and practical significance the good character’s inter-
est in natural beauty surpasses merely localized interests. This is
one of the reasons why, in certain respects, Kant subordinates artis-
tic beauty to natural beauty in the Critique of the Power of
Judgment and why he subordinates the theory of the sublime to
the theory of beauty. He is mainly interested in the conditions for
successful moral activity, and this motivates him to ask how closely
morality, beauty, and sublimity are related. Since moral activity
takes place within nature itself, a prime moral concern is thus
whether nature gives us any signals of its own compatibility with
what our rational nature defines as our ultimate purpose. Kant dis-
covers strong signals in the presence of natural beauty, and some-
what weaker signals in the presence of the natural sublime. With a
moral purpose in mind and with a positive attention towards natu-
ral beauty, Kant then develops an account of fine art.

[[§§4433:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg aarrtt iinn ggeenneerraall””]] Kant defines art (Kunst) as a
type of productive activity that is grounded in rational delibera-
tion. This sense of the term “art” approximates that of the Greek
word “technê“ (τέχνη) which signifies a craft, a type of know-how
or skill, or more abstractly, the general idea of making or doing
something according to plans with some technical expertise. Kant’s
use of the term “art” is more generic than what is ordinarily
meant by “fine art,” but fine art is included within the realm of art
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as one of the species of art. Just as aesthetic judgment divides into
several species, art divides into several species.

In merely generic or ordinary art, Kant maintains that there is a
prior plan along with an outcome that realizes the plan, and that
this sort of rational activity distinguishes works of art from animal
productions such as beehives and the like. With respect to the dis-
cussions of fine art in the sections below, this underscores how it
will be supposed that some plan, either determinately definable or
vague, is at the basis of every work of art, whether it is fine art or
any other type of art. Judgments of fine art are thus judgments of
adherent beauty, and if one is self-consciously discussing or judg-
ing art, then rules, plans, concepts, and purposes are constitutive
aspects of the subject at hand. It is consequently impossible to
make exclusively a judgment of pure beauty that is also a judg-
ment of artistic beauty.

[[§§4444:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg bbeeaauuttiiffuull aarrtt””]] The generic quality of Kant’s
use of the term “art” becomes evident when, following his distinc-
tions between determinate cognition, sensory gratification, and
pure beauty, he continues to distinguish the various species of art.
If one formulates a plan to make an object and then simply realizes
the object by following the plan, then this is a mechanical style of
art (mechanische Kunst). If the plan has the goal of stimulating
sensory gratification, then this is an art of enjoyment or is merely
pleasurable art (angenehme Kunst). If the plan has the goal of dis-
interested satisfaction, then this is an art of beauty. Kant refers to
this as “fine art” or as “beautiful art” (schöne Kunst).

In this section we find Kant’s well-known remark that there is
no science of beauty. As discussed above, he maintains that the
feeling of pure beauty arises without any need to know what sort
of object we are aesthetically judging. Consequently, concepts of
such kinds cannot be used to prove that an object is beautiful.
Moreover, since we reflect only upon the rational quality of a rep-
resentation’s abstract design in making a pure judgment of beauty,
and since the judgment is aesthetic (i.e., it is based only on feeling),
then logical proofs are out of place.

[[§§4455:: ““BBeeaauuttiiffuull aarrtt iiss aann aarrtt,, iinnssooffaarr aass iitt aappppeeaarrss ttoo bbee nnaattuurree aatt
tthhee ssaammee ttiimmee””]] Before describing the contents of §45, we can note
briefly the following as a preliminary consideration. Since an
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object’s pure beauty is due to its purposive form, then every beau-
tiful thing is beautiful because it suggests the presence of a
designer of the purposive form, whether or not there happens to
be, or happens to have been, an actual designer. To appreciate an
object’s pure beauty, we also need either to remain ignorant of, or
disregard, the exact plan that the hypothetical designer had in
mind, since the purposive form needs to be apprehended indepen-
dently of any particular purpose.

In the case of an object that we know was designed (i.e., a work
of art), we must initially disregard this fact to appreciate the
object’s pure beauty. We need to consider the object’s form only
with respect to the abstract suggestiveness of the design itself,
independently of what we happen to know about its origins. These
origins are only subsequently brought into consideration when we
judge the work as art.

In contrast, in the case of natural beauty that we recognize as
such, we do not know that the object was designed. Our reflection
upon the object’s form only with respect to its abstract suggestive-
ness of an underlying intelligibility is consequently made that
much easier, since there is no concept that we could confidently
project upon the form to define its purpose. Since we are abstract-
ing away from all purposes, this situation with natural beauty is
similar – although it is not identical – to the case of judging the
object in reference to its pure beauty. The difference is that in the
case of natural beauty, our knowledge of the object as a natural
item additionally satisfies a moral interest, or interest of reason.

The moral interest in natural beauty arises as follows. When
appreciating an object’s pure beauty, we are led to postulate a
designer for the object. In the case of imaginary objects, such a pos-
tulated designer could be located outside of ourselves or we our-
selves could be the (unconscious) designer. In the case of natural
beauty, though, the situation is different. Although the postulation
of a designer for the natural object arises exclusively from our
reflection on the object’s purposive form (i.e., moral considerations
are not taken into account), the postulation of such a designer
locates that designer clearly outside of ourselves. This presence of
natural beauty thereby acknowledges an intelligible force underly-
ing nature’s productions. Since the structure of the beautiful object
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is rational and suggestive of a purpose, and since the foundations
of morality (for Kant) reside themselves in pure rationality, then
the presence of natural beauty signifies that nature’s intrinsic
being is compatible with our moral interests.

Now Kant states in §45 that nature is beautiful because it looks
like art. This is to say that it looks beautiful because it looks like
the product of a designer. This is true for anything that is beauti-
ful. The problem in referring to a work of art as beautiful is that
we already know that it is the product of design, so its purposive
form comes as no surprise. Since the apprehension of pure beauty
involves an appreciation of an object’s purposiveness without pur-
pose, rather than a purposiveness with purpose, the appreciation of
the beauty of a work of art as such poses a dilemma.

One horn of the dilemma is to apprehend the object’s purposive
form in complete abstraction from the fact that it was designed. We
would then regard the work of art, not as art at all, but as either a
natural object or as a pure constellation of forms. The other horn is
to apprehend the artwork’s purposive form, since we are contem-
plating a work of art with a design, as exhibiting a purposiveness
with purpose and fail, consequently, to appreciate the artwork’s
beauty. With works of art, we seem to gravitate into either judg-
ments of pure beauty or judgments of perfection with no room for
appreciating beautiful art as such.

With respect to representational art, Kant’s solution to this
problem issues from his appreciation of how art can represent the
actual things in daily life and yet have an illusory quality. Let us
take as an example an artist’s painting of a flower that represents
the flower faithfully and accurately. Both the painting and the
flower, considered in the abstract as pure designs, could both be
beautiful and perhaps the same judgment of pure beauty would be
given in relation to each configuration. When we judge the
flower’s beauty, taking into account that it is a natural object, then
its pure beauty becomes an object of moral interest, since there is a
significant difference between apprehending some form whose ori-
gins are left indeterminate, as opposed to apprehending some form
that we know arose naturally and outside of the forces of human
production.

When Kant states “art can only be called beautiful if we are
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aware that it is art and yet appears to us like nature,” it follows
that art can only be called beautiful if it looks like the natural
objects that automatically become objects of moral interest on
account of their purposive form. Another way to express this is to
say that beautiful works of such art represent the satisfaction of
moral interests. When an artist paints a picture of a beautiful
flower or, more interestingly, when an artist paints a picture that
has more beautiful flowers in it than would ever occur naturally,
the satisfaction of the interests of reason is being artistically repre-
sented. By painting natural things as beautiful, it is as if the artist
is expressing the hope that the world will conform to moral
demands. The beautiful flowers in the painting are only artificial,
so they do not actually satisfy the interests of reason. They more
abstractly speak to reason itself and reinforce its interest in discov-
ering naturally-occurring beautiful things.

This interpretation arises if we emphasize the meaning of judg-
ing an object’s beauty as a natural object per se, as opposed to judg-
ing its beauty as a pure abstract design, independently of any
consideration of its origins. In the preceding sections, Kant draws
such a distinction, so it makes sense to employ it in his claim that
art can be called beautiful only if we are aware of it as art and yet
looks to us like nature.

Natural objects appreciated as such, along with presentations
that we regard as pure abstract designs, exhibit the same sort of
purposiveness without purpose, and Kant’s prescription about
how to reflect upon artistic beauty further indicates that we
must somehow appreciate a work of art’s beauty in light of our
knowledge that the work was designed. We must also, however,
appreciate the work of art in a way that judges its purposive
form independently of any definite purposes the work might
have.

As noted above, this creates a dilemma on the face of things,
and one solution within the context of representational art has
been to appreciate the work of art as if one were appreciating a
natural object, with the knowledge that one is having this appre-
ciation within an imaginary context. The awareness of the work
as art as such would produce the imaginary context, and the
appreciation of the work’s representational content as nature (but
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only fictionally so, since the beautiful flower in the painting is
only a representation of an actual flower) would undercut the
problems in knowing that the work was designed. For instance, if
we were reflecting upon an idealized portrait of a person, we
would make believe that we were looking at the actual person and
appreciate the idealized forms in the portrait as if they were the
product of nature, rather than the intentional product of the
artist.

A second way to resolve the problem presented by beautiful
art – one also found in Kant’s texts and which is arguably the lead-
ing solution he offers – is to emphasize the distinction in §44
between mechanical art and beautiful art. As we have seen, Kant
defines mechanical art as an art involving a plan that is realized
straightforwardly in the product and is presumably evident in the
product. In mechanical art, we see the product as a purpose and can
easily discern the purpose’s underlying intent. Beautiful art has the
contrasting aim of stimulating a disinterested satisfaction, how-
ever, and the only way to do this is to create an object whose form
does not immediately suggest a definable purpose and that lends
itself to the apprehension of the object’s purposiveness without
purpose.

In the case of natural beauty, an object presents a form and the
purposiveness of the form compels the perceiver to hypothesize an
intelligent designer that created the object, while remaining uncer-
tain either of the presence of the designer or, most importantly, of
what the purpose (if any) happens to have been. In the case of
artistic beauty, the situation is almost identical, except that we
know that there was a designer. The beauty of the work of art can
therefore only reside in the mystery of what the designer
intended. This is to say that the intelligibility that we apprehend in
an art work’s purposive form must surely reside in some rule, but
in a rule that we cannot define or pin down with a set of exact for-
mulas. In this way, the beautiful work of art will present a purpo-
siveness without purpose of an intermediate sort. Kant describes
this in the final sentence of §45 by saying that for a work of art to
be beautiful, its academic form should not show through, and it
should not seem as if the artist had some definite rule in mind that
constrained his or her imaginative powers.
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KANT’S THEORY OF GENIUS

[[§§4466:: ““BBeeaauuttiiffuull aarrtt iiss tthhee aarrtt ooff ggeenniiuuss””]] Kant asserts that the type
of intellectual power that we hypothesize as the teleological cause
of natural objects’ beauty is akin to that which produces the beauty
of art works. In the apprehension of purposiveness without pur-
pose, we reason back to the same type of intellectual force, namely,
to one that presents objects whose form has a compelling but inde-
finable rationality to them. We apprehend beautiful nature “as
art,” and when Kant considers the actual forces within an artist
that produce beautiful works of art, he interprets the artist’s pro-
ductive powers as akin to the intelligibility we ascribe to nature’s
productive powers when it produces beautiful things. This amounts
to a power to produce purposive forms whose intelligibility is
mechanically incomprehensible. It is also the power of the artistic
genius.

Since artistic beauty depends upon apprehending an artwork’s
form as purposive but without any determinate purpose, while yet
acknowledging the form as the actual product of a human, artistic
intelligence, we postulate a rule that underlies the purposive form.
The rule, however, cannot be a determinate rule, lest the beautiful
art work be reduced to a work of mechanical art. The rule must be
an indeterminate one that withstands our attempts to encapsulate
it into a set of scientific procedures or formulas. So when Kant
defines the artistic genius as “the talent (natural gift) that gives the
rule to art,” he has in mind the creation of indeterminate rules that
cannot be explicitly formulated.

This account of creative genius captures the common opinions
that artistic greatness is not a teachable matter, and that the pro-
ductions of great artists are original exemplars for others to emu-
late. Since there is no science of beauty, a great artist cannot
explicitly explain what inspires the beauty of the art works he or
she produces; it is only possible to display the works as examples of
artistic greatness to allow others to discern aesthetically the rule
that underlies the works. The new, genius-created examples emerge
from past tradition, while they break new ground in the way new
metaphors do: they make sense within their surrounding language
and traditions, but add previously unimagined associations.
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The philosophical ingenuity of Kant’s theory of artistic genius,
however, does not reside in the easy association of genius with the
ability to create new metaphors. It resides rather in his pregnant
characterization of genius as a natural talent or natural gift. This
seems to be a simple matter, but its implications are extensive.
Since the genius’s talent for producing beautiful works of art is a
natural talent, the forces of nature themselves produce the beauti-
ful works of art in the very manifestation of the artistic genius.
Kant writes:

Since the talent, as an inborn productive capacity of the artist,
belongs itself to nature, one could also express it as follows: Genius is
the inborn mental predisposition (ingenium) through which nature
gives the [indeterminate] rule to art.

(§46, Ak 307 (181), G 186, P 174, M 168, B 150)

An implication is that if objects of natural beauty stimulate our
speculations that a supernatural intelligence underlies those beau-
tiful products, and if the power of artistic genius is itself the
expression of a natural force, then the underlying intelligence of
nature that produces beautiful natural objects would also be con-
sidered as working through the artistic genius when beautiful
works of art are being produced. Natural forces produce beautiful
things, and these beautiful things suggest an underlying intelli-
gence behind nature, so it is easy to hypothesize that it is one and
the same intelligence that underlies both artistic genius and beauti-
ful natural objects. Kant does not express the position in such bald
terms, but his position resonates with the view that great works of
art are divinely inspired and that God speaks to us inspirationally
through both the artistic genius and through nature.

Now if the same intelligent and creative force underlies both
artistic genius and beautiful natural objects, then the very exis-
tence of an artistic genius would satisfy the interest of reason or
morality, since the latter is an interest in apprehending the pres-
ence of beings that suggest that nature is compatible with moral
demands. If the artistic genius is itself expressive of the same intel-
ligence that underlies beautiful natural objects, then beautiful
artistic productions would satisfy the interests of reason as well,
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not because they represent the objects of natural beauty, but
because these artistic products themselves can be regarded as natu-
ral products whose underlying intelligibility suggests the compati-
bility of nature with moral demands. With respect to the origin of
their beauty, snowflakes and beautiful works of art are essentially
the same. Moreover, the stronger the artistic genius’s moral aware-
ness happens to be – the more the products of artistic genius have a
moral content that has been given a beautiful appearance – the
stronger the confirmation of nature’s compatibility with morality
will be, quite beyond the confirmation that snowflakes and tulips
offer.

The artificiality of beautiful works of art resides in their deter-
minate plan, but according to Kant’s theory of artistic genius, their
beauty is a natural occurrence. This suggests that as far as their
respective beauties are concerned, as noted, artistic products and
natural products are not significantly different from each other,
and that the indeterminate rules that each embodies are subject to
the same sort of analysis. The result is that Kant’s analysis of the
genius’s production of indeterminate rules will be applicable both
to natural beauty and to pure beauty considered in abstraction
from the specific origins of the objects at hand. We will see this
below in Kant’s account of what he will call “aesthetic ideas.”

[[§§4477:: ““EExxpplliiccaattiioonn aanndd ccoonnffiirrmmaattiioonn ooff tthhee aabboovvee aaccccoouunntt ooff
ggeenniiuuss””]] The emphasis so far has been on the beautiful aspect of
beautiful art, but Kant adds that beautiful “art” as such also
requires a determinate plan and an academic correctness that pro-
vides the technical basis for the art work’s beauty. In the absence of
such a determinate plan, which would leave only the genius’s inde-
terminate rule, Kant does not conclude that the work of beautiful
art would reduce to an object of natural beauty, since it would then
be the mere product of natural forces working through the artist,
minus the deliberative component (i.e., like a cough). Instead, he
refers to the powers of genius in a different way than before, sug-
gesting that the power of genius in the absence of determinate
rules yields only confusion:

Genius can only provide rich material for beautiful artistic products;
its elaboration and form require an academically trained talent, so as
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to make use of it in a way that can bear examination by the power of
judgment.

(§47, Ak 310 (186), G 189, P 178, M 171–72, B 153)

There is a questionable peculiarity in Kant’s above characteriza-
tion, for it contradicts his earlier description of genius as the talent
for prescribing the form or (indeterminate) rule to art. To say that
genius can only provide rich material for art, and that this intrinsi-
cally unorganized material must be tempered by academic techni-
calities, determinate plans, and the like, ignores how genius itself
has the power to prescribe rules. It also ignores how an object’s
form, not its material, is responsible for its beauty. As Kant himself
states, the power of genius prescribes indeterminate rules whose
embodiment is beautiful to apprehend. Granted, when there are no
determinate rules there indeed can be no use, or purpose, that can
be associated with the genius’s purposive presentations and the
product could not be apprehended as art per se. This fact alone,
however, only provides the technical basis for the work of art, and
does not account for its beauty.

One way to understand the philosophical motivation for Kant’s
characterization of pure genius as the source of inspired, but essen-
tially disorganized, material is to consider how there are always
determinate rules operating in the production of all natural objects,
namely, the laws of nature. In the beautiful products of nature we
have the determinate natural laws that govern the form of the
objects, but have in addition the mysterious quality of the purpo-
sive form that, for Kant, defies comprehension in mechanical terms
alone. One could call this mysterious quality the “life” or “spirit”
of the beautiful natural object.

Products of artistic genius can be considered to have the same
basic structure as beautiful natural objects, where the determinate
academic rules and plans play a role analogous to the laws of nature.
Without the natural laws, there would indeed be not much more
than sensory chaos, and in his reflections on the nature of artistic
genius, Kant seems to be reasoning similarly in his assertion that
genius without academic form would also lead to incoherence.

[[§§4488:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee rreellaattiioonn ooff ggeenniiuuss ttoo ttaassttee””]] When
reflecting upon the difference between taste and genius, Kant
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draws on the distinction between mechanical and beautiful art,
associating taste with the former and genius with the latter.
Suppose, for instance, a person were to paint a picture of a flower
whose beauty has been copied directly from nature (i.e., a situation
comparable to taking a non-artistic snapshot of a beautiful flower).
In such a case, the representation’s beauty would derive exclusively
from the natural beauty of the flower and there would be no artis-
tic inspiration that enhanced the representation. Nonetheless,
someone could look at the representation, exercise their taste, and
judge that the flower portrayed is beautiful.

With this observation, Kant concludes that taste does not imply
genius (i.e., that taste is a merely judging rather than a productive
faculty), and that mechanically-produced artifacts can be beautiful,
although they will not count as beautiful (i.e., fine) art. Amongst
such mechanically-produced works of art Kant includes uninspired
poetry, accurate but boring stories, and all “correct” works that fit
into the standard descriptive categories of art, but that are lacking
in inspiration. For Kant, there is a wide difference between beauti-
ful art and academic or merely “correct” art, and this corresponds
to the distinction between taste and genius.

In the case of fine art, the inspiration of genius is necessary and
the result will never be mere copies of natural beauties. Artistic
genius has the capacity even to beautify objects and subject mat-
ters that are often aesthetically and morally repulsive, such as the
devastations of war. Hence Kant refers to the beauty of art as “a
beautiful representation of a thing,” since the represented things
might not be beautiful at all in their natural condition.

As a critical observation, it is worth noting that Kant’s defini-
tion of beautiful art is difficult to generalize, since there are many
instances of non-representational, abstract, purely configurational
art that are nonetheless beautiful. Such works of art manifestly
“represent nothing” (as in the §4 reference to pure beauty). This
would not imply, though, that these works of art are therefore free,
or pure beauties of an artistic sort. “Representing nothing” is only
a necessary, and is not a sufficient condition for being an object of
pure beauty. There is also the necessary condition of not being
judged “under a definite concept” (also as in the §4 reference to
free beauty) and this latter condition precludes any work of art
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(when judged as art) from being the subject of a judgment of pure
beauty. Here, in §48, Kant states clearly that if an object is pre-
sented as a work of art, then this introduces a concept of what the
object is supposed to be. The perfection of the object must there-
fore be taken into account and the appropriate aesthetic judgment
will be a judgment of adherent beauty.

AESTHETIC IDEAS AND THE BEAUTY OF FINE ART

[[§§4499:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ccaappaacciittiieess ooff mmiinndd wwhhiicchh ccoonnssttiittuuttee ggeenniiuuss””]]
Kant’s elaboration of how the activities of genius produce beautiful
works of art constitutes one of the more complicated segments of
his aesthetic theory, for he needs to account for artistic beauty –
which is an instance of adherent beauty – as opposed to the sim-
pler, more abstract and self-contained phenomenon of pure beauty.
Nonetheless, he preserves at the foundation of his account of artis-
tic beauty the core principle that beauty is grounded in a feeling of
disinterested satisfaction that radiates from the logically-struc-
tured harmony of the faculties of imagination and understanding.
We will keep this in view throughout the exposition.

As opposed to a mechanically produced work of art that lacks
inspiration, Kant refers to the more inspired and animated works
as having “spirit” (Geist). Artistic beauty, spirit, and genius all
coincide. When this artistic spirit is embodied in an object, the ani-
mated object becomes artistically beautiful, and the manner in
which this animation stimulates the harmony of the cognitive fac-
ulties in the perceiver, matches and communicates the very quality
of the original artistic spirit that was in the artist. “Spirit” is what
the artistic genius adds to a work of otherwise academic art. This
spirit is what constitutes the artistic beauty of the work and is that
which, in principle, stimulates the harmony of everyone’s cognitive
faculties.

Kant claims more specifically that a given subject matter
becomes animated by artistic genius when the genius produces
“aesthetic ideas” (ästhetische Ideen) in connection with that sub-
ject matter and combines these into the work of art expressive of
that subject. For instance, an artist can begin with the theme of
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love, and then produce an aesthetic idea in connection with love
that, with a certain attunement, animates the work of art whose
basic subject matter is love. Some complications arise, though,
upon considering how Kant characterizes aesthetic ideas and upon
explaining how they produce the harmony of the cognitive facul-
ties that is characteristic of pure beauty in general.

Kant gives two characterizations of aesthetic ideas:

. . . by an aesthetic idea, I understand that representation of the
imagination that stimulates a great deal of thought, without there
being, however, any determinate thought, i.e., concept, that can be
adequate to it, and that consequently, no language can fully attain or
make intelligible. – One easily sees that an aesthetic idea is the coun-
terpart (pendant) of a rational idea, which conversely, is a concept to
which no intuition (representation of the imagination) can be ade-
quate.

(§49, Ak 314 (192–93), G 192, P 182, M 175–76, B 157)

In a word, the aesthetic idea is a representation of the imagination
that is attached to a given concept, which is bound together with a
manifold of partial representations in the free use of the imagination,2

such that no expression demarcating a determinate concept can be
found for it. Much that is unnameable is therefore allowed to be
added to the concept, the feeling of which enlivens the cognitive facul-
ties3 and binds language in its merely literalistic meaning together
with spirit.

Therefore, the mental powers whose union (in a certain relation)
constitutes genius, are imagination and understanding.

(§49, Ak 316 (197), G 194, P 185, M 179, B 160)

It is clear from these excerpts that an aesthetic idea is not a rule or
concept (Begriff), determinate or indeterminate, but is a “represen-
tation of the imagination” or intuition (Anschauung). An aesthetic
idea is a sensory presentation that is combined with the ordinary
and literalistic presentation of some concept. A simple example
would be when we have the concept “cup” along with an ordinary
cup that stands as the purpose of the concept, and then artistically
modify the cup’s presentation to enlarge the concept of the cup. For
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instance, we might cover the cup with fur to suggest a contrast
between the thoughts of liquid and dryness in relation to the liq-
uids that would typically be in the cup. It is difficult to say what is
exactly intended by covering the cup with fur, but it stimulates
one’s imagination in relation to the concept “cup.” Structurally
speaking, we have a definite concept, an item that fits the concept
and an artistic modification of the item’s presentation that stimu-
lates the imagination in relation to the definite concept’s meaning.

Judgments of adherent beauty fit this structural arrangement,
for consider the judgment of a church’s adherent beauty. We have
the concept “church,” an instantiation of the concept in the pres-
ence of some actual building that is intended to be a church, and
then, in relation to that instantiation, the particularly artistic way
that the architect sets out the building’s forms. We have a perfec-
tion-related satisfaction insofar as the building fits the concept
“church” combined with a disinterested aesthetic satisfaction inso-
far as the specific forms of the church exhibit a purposiveness
without purpose.

In the case of an aesthetic idea, we have a perfection-related sat-
isfaction in seeing how the work of art fits its theme, and a disin-
terested aesthetic satisfaction in apprehending how the aesthetic
idea incorporated into the work elaborates on the given theme in
an expansive but indeterminable manner. The purposiveness with-
out purpose of the church’s architectural form is comparable to the
purposiveness without purpose of the aesthetic idea’s elaboration
of the given theme in a manner that defies definite formulation.

In this model, the work of art’s beauty is essentially due to the
presentation of the aesthetic idea that imaginatively elaborates the
core meaning of the work. The work of art’s core meaning and the
academically correct features of the work are also necessary, but
they stand only as the determinate foundation to which the work
of art’s beauty then adheres. This beauty arises upon apprehending
how the aesthetic idea expands the work of art’s subject matter in a
way that suggests an underlying intelligibility – the perceiver
apprehends and resonates with the “genius” of the artistic presen-
tation – but this is an intelligibility that does not support any
mechanical understanding or any attempt to explain it in terms of
any formula. One apprehends the purposiveness of the aesthetic
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idea’s semantic form and marvels at that form’s intelligibility in
connection with the subject matter it aims to expand. In this sense
of marvel, one feels a satisfaction in the harmony of the cognitive
faculties.

Kant offers a fairly specific account of how aesthetic ideas are
constituted. At the basis are the “aesthetic attributes” (ästhetische
Attribute) of an object. These are typically symbolic or metaphori-
cal images that can be clustered around a given object or theme,
and that can stimulate one’s imagination to expand the object’s or
theme’s meaning. For example, if the theme were a sunrise, then a
possible aesthetic attribute could be a further comparison between
the rising sunlight and the way tranquillity issues from virtue.
Similarly, if the theme involved calm and retrospective reflections
at the end of one’s life, then a possible aesthetic attribute could be a
further reference to how the sun leaves a soft afterglow after it
sets. A cluster of such associations around a given object or theme
constitutes the respective aesthetic idea.

Kant’s account of genius and artistic beauty does not end with
the judgment of adherent beauty and the harmony of the cognitive
faculties. There is a supplementary relationship to reason and
moral interests that accompanies the experience of aesthetic ideas.
We can begin to discern this relationship by noting how Kant
refers to aesthetic ideas as “ideas” (even though they are intuitions
and not concepts) because they expand one’s imagination in the
direction of infinity. From the standpoint of some given purpose,
an aesthetic idea associated with that purpose expands the pur-
pose’s meaning inexhaustibly. Kant writes:

One can call such representations of the imagination ideas: on the
one hand, because they at least strive toward what lies beyond the
borders of experience, and thus seek to come close to a presentation
of rational concepts (of intellectual ideas), which gives to them the
appearance of an objective reality; on the other hand, and indeed mainly,
because no concept can be fully adequate to them as inner intuitions.

(§49, Ak 314 (193–94), G 192, P 182–83, M 176, B 157)

Owing to their expansive quality, aesthetic ideas generate associations
with moral concepts in how they formally stretch our imagination
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in the direction of reason. It follows that moral themes are appro-
priate subjects for beautiful works of art, since then the given
moral purpose would be reinforced by the aesthetic idea’s expan-
sive form. Any aesthetic idea will set the faculty of intellectual
ideas (reason) into motion and will thereby generate not only a
logically-structured harmony of the imagination and understand-
ing but, in a manner reminiscent of the experience of the mathe-
matical sublime, generate a relationship between the imagination
and reason.

The harmony between imagination and reason in the experience
of artistic beauty is different from, and is more internally consis-
tent than, the relationship between those faculties in the experi-
ence of the sublime. In the latter, the role of the imagination is
primarily negative in its frustrated effort to express the idea of
infinity in a finite sensuous form. Aesthetic ideas, in contrast, do
not primarily aim to express the idea of infinity itself, which, as in
the case of the sublime, would lead to frustration; they aim produc-
tively to expand the meaning of a determinate purpose beyond its
given limits, and this is a task at which they can be successful.

From within the standpoint of a given determinate purpose, the
aesthetic idea adheres to the given purpose but, while doing so, it
also introduces a kind of boundlessness. So when the aesthetic idea
suggests ideas of reason in its expansion of some determinate pur-
pose’s meaning, it does so in a context different from the sublime
effort to embody the infinite in a finite form. Aesthetic ideas and
the experience of the sublime are comparable to some extent, but
the way that aesthetic ideas lead to reflection on ideas of reason
differs. Specifically, it does not entail the subordination of imagina-
tion to reason where one abandons the contents of imagination for
the purpose of contemplating rational ideas in a self-sufficient
manner.

Aesthetic ideas in the experience of beauty therefore character-
ize the more philosophically integrative of the two modes of reflec-
tive aesthetic satisfaction so far examined, viz., beauty and
sublimity. Judgments of sublimity involve imagination, under-
standing, and reason, but portray the imagination and understanding
in tension-ridden relationships with reason. Aesthetic ideas involve
imagination, understanding and reason, but involve a feeling of
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beauty that radiates from the harmony of the cognitive faculties,
while also producing a positive harmony between imagination and
reason whereby moral ideas can be given the positive appearance
of an objective reality.

This payoff is not surprising in light of Kant’s claim that the
powers of genius are none other than the powers of nature. If there
is an intelligibility that underlies nature, then this is what pro-
duces aesthetic ideas. So it is nature itself as embodied in the artis-
tic genius that is responsible for creating the resonant artistic
images that suggest ideas of reason through their purposive form.
More broadly, nature itself thereby suggests moral ideas in the
production of beautiful things in general, no matter what the sub-
ject matter happens to be, and this is itself a powerful confirmation
of the compatibility between nature (either acting objectively in
the production of natural beauty or subjectively through the artist
in the production of fine art) and morality.

To top things off, when the works of artistic genius are specifi-
cally works that represent natural objects as beautiful (i.e., an ide-
alized landscape), we have nature (conceived of as being directed by
an underlying intelligence) portraying itself in a manner whereby
moral ideas are represented as being embodied in nature. This
amounts to nature representing its own moral goal through the
artistic genius, in content (insofar as the portrayal is of a natural
scene) as well as in form (insofar as the aesthetic ideas involved
formally expand one’s attention in the direction of reason).

[[§§5500:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ccoommbbiinnaattiioonn ooff ttaassttee wwiitthh ggeenniiuuss iinn
pprroodduuccttss ooff bbeeaauuttiiffuull aarrtt””]] In §48 Kant distinguishes between
artistically beautiful art and mechanical art that is nonetheless
beautiful, associating genius with the former and taste with the
latter. The beauty of mechanical art derives from copying either
the beauty of natural objects or the artistic beauty derived from
genius that “gives the rule to art.” At the end of §47, Kant also
mentions that genius in the absence of taste would produce only
chaos and that, for beautiful art, an academic foundation is
required to give a solid form and a determinate purpose to the
work of art. Creating some confusion and contradicting the state-
ment from §46 that “genius is the talent (natural gift) that gives
the rule to art,” Kant states in §47, as noted, that:
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Genius can only provide rich material [Stoff ] for beautiful artistic
products; its elaboration and form require an academically trained tal-
ent, so as to make use of it in a way that can bear examination by the
power of judgment.

(§47, Ak 310 (186), G 189, P 178, M 171–72, B 153)

The above excerpt suggests that all beautiful form is provided by
taste and academic rules, and that genius only supplies the material
to be tempered and rationalized by taste. In §50 Kant reiterates this
non-rule-generating conception of genius, stating that in reference
to beautiful art, the inspiration of the work is due to genius, but
that the beauty requires taste. He is careful to say that taste is only
a necessary condition for artistic beauty, but he adds nonetheless
that without taste, all the richness of content that genius produces
in its lawless freedom is nothing but nonsense. In light of such
statements, there is consequently a difficulty in deciding how
much power genius actually has to “give the rule to art” on its own.

The only way to prevent Kant’s theory of genius from falling
apart is to maintain that taste is requisite for the determinate foun-
dations of artistic beauty, but that genius is responsible for the
enlivening inspiration and, hence, for the artistic beauty per se.
Kant’s identification of genius with the lawless creation of material
that taste then organizes conflicts too directly with a series of cen-
tral claims: (1) that genius gives the rule to art, (2) that aesthetic
ideas have an inner intelligibility, (3) that the power of genius is
the same intelligent power of nature in its creation of beautiful
things, and (4) that aesthetic ideas themselves have an inner direct-
edness or intelligibility that leads us to search for a maximum and
therefore to contemplate rational ideas. A significant degree of
rationality and intelligibility is contained in the very ideas of
genius and aesthetic ideas to begin with, in other words. So Kant’s
claim that genius only supplies the material that taste then orga-
nizes has the effect of undermining his theory of artistic genius as
nature’s favorite.

One reason why Kant might have characterized artistic genius
in this limited way is because he seems to have noticed that the
semantic resonance of an aesthetic idea might not always match
what is commonsensically characterized as beautiful. For instance,
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he states here in §50 that being rich and original in ideas is not the
main consideration in connection with beauty. This is often true,
but it is not the sort of richness that is distinctive of genius as Kant
has defined it. What characterizes genius is the capacity to produce
a rich and resonant aesthetic idea (i.e., a set of aesthetic attributes)
that has in addition, an expansiveness that exhibits a purposiveness
without purpose. It is the formal intelligibility of the semantic
richness that is paramount, not the richness itself. This intelligibil-
ity, however, is not due to taste; it is due to the inspiration of
genius. So it seems as if Kant did not characterize the artistic
genius in the above excerpt from §47 with the completeness that
his original definition required.

AESTHETIC IDEAS AND NATURAL BEAUTY

[[§§5511:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ddiivviissiioonn ooff tthhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull aarrttss””;; §§5522::
““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ccoommbbiinnaattiioonn ooff tthhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull aarrttss iinn oonnee aanndd tthhee
ssaammee pprroodduucctt””]] Kant begins an inquiry into the taxonomic division
of the fine arts with what seems to be a straightforward and non-
controversial assertion:

In general, one can call beauty (whether it is natural or artistic beauty)
the expression of aesthetic ideas: however, in beautiful art this idea
must be occasioned by a concept [i.e., purpose] of the object, and in
beautiful nature, the mere reflection on a given intuition without a
concept of what the object ought to be, is sufficient for the awakening
and communicating of the idea [der Idee] of which that object is con-
sidered as the expression.

(§51, Ak 320 (204), G 197, P 189, M 183–84, B 164)

Although we have had a glimpse of Kant’s detailed account of how
aesthetic ideas operate within the context of artistic genius and
beautiful art, he has said little to explain how natural beauty can be
conceived as the expression of aesthetic ideas. For the most part,
this account needs to be constructed independently and we can take
as our guide Kant’s account of pure beauty and his explicit account
of aesthetic ideas to see how the two can be coordinated.
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As we know, Kant maintains that pure beauty concerns the dis-
interested apprehension of an object’s purposive form and that the
satisfaction that grounds judgments of beauty radiates from the
harmony of the cognitive faculties. One can reasonably, but also
crucially, add that the disinterested apprehension of an object’s
purposive form leads to the postulation of a summary or unifying
rule that underlies the object’s purposive form, that lends to that
form its intelligibility, but that remains undetermined. The appre-
hension of an object’s pure beauty thus involves not only the
apprehension of an object’s purposive form, but the postulation of
some indeterminate concept that serves as the rule that underlies
the purposive form.

If we conceive of pure beauty in this manner, then it becomes
clear how the underlying rule postulated as the ground of a beauti-
ful natural object’s intelligibility could be referred to as an aes-
thetic idea, or more accurately, as an indeterminate principle of
intelligibility that underlies the aesthetic idea expressed by the
object. In a natural object, the purposive form stimulates a harmo-
nious activity of the cognitive faculties that adheres to no determi-
nate subject matter or purpose, so whatever mental contents are
involved in the harmony of the cognitive faculties in this case
remain unspecified.

In the case of aesthetic ideas related to artistic beauty, the men-
tal contents involved in the harmony of the cognitive faculties are
more specifiable and more circumscribed. These are the widespread
associations that an aesthetic idea produces in connection with the
purpose, or artistic theme, it intends to expand upon. The situation
is the same as in pure beauty, except that in the latter case there is
no specification of what the mental contents are that enter into the
harmony of the cognitive faculties, whereas in the case of adherent
beauty there is a specification with respect to the artistic theme
involved.

This implies that the nature of artistic beauty can only reside in
how the aesthetic ideas expand stylistically upon a concept as
opposed to involving constitutively what the particular meanings
within the expansion happen to be. The network of semantic
relationships appreciated with respect to their formal structure, in
other words, would be the focus when judging a thing’s artistic
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beauty. This is where the formal intelligibility of the aesthetic idea
resides.

Kant’s general claim that beauty is the expression of aesthetic
ideas helps bring forth the idea that the same sort of intelligibility
is apprehended as underlying both objects of natural beauty and
works of artistic beauty. What inspires the artistic genius is
hypothesized as the same intelligent force that inspires nature’s
production of beautiful natural objects, and this reinforces the idea
that there is a rationality within the powers of artistic genius itself.

THE DIVISION OF THE FINE ARTS

As is true for most aesthetic theories of the time immediately
before and after Kant, we find in the Critique of the Power of
Judgment a taxonomy of the fine arts. It is best represented ini-
tially in the form of an outline, as a summary of Kant’s verbal
characterizations to be described below:

I. Arts of Speech
A. Rhetoric
B. Poetry

II. Pictorial Art
A. Plastic Arts (Arts of Sensible Truth)

1. Sculpture
2. Architecture

B. Painting in the Broad Sense (Arts of Sensible Illusion)
1. Art of the Beautiful Depiction of Nature

a. Painting Proper
2. Art of the Sensible Arrangement of Natural Products

a. The Art of Pleasure Gardens
3. Interior Decoration

III. Art of the Play of Sensations
A. Music (Artistic play of Hearing)
B. Artistic Play of Colors

IV. Hybrid forms:
A. Drama: the fusion of rhetoric and a painterly presentation

of its subjects and object
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B. Song: the fusion of poetry and music
C. Dance: music and the play of shapes

In formulating this taxonomy Kant is guided by two factors. The
first is an analysis of communication – and he believes implicitly
that art is fundamentally about the communication of aesthetic
ideas – that divides human expression into word, gesture, and tone.
He aligns this threefold division with the philosophically founda-
tional concepts of thought, intuition, and sensation, and thereby
grounds the taxonomy of the fine arts in the structure of commu-
nication and in some basic epistemological elements. The arts of
speech communicate thoughts, the pictorial arts communicate intu-
itions, and the arts of the play of sensations communicate self-evi-
dently via sensations.

In the course of providing details to his taxonomy, Kant men-
tions importantly in a more general theoretical mode that:

However, in all beautiful art what is essential consists in the form [in
der Form], which is purposive for our observation and judging, where
the pleasure is at the same time civilizing [Cultur] and disposes the
spirit to ideas . . . 

(§52, Ak 325–26 (214), G 203, P 195, M 190–91, B 170)

This reinforces the above, primarily formalistic, interpretation of
aesthetic ideas in reference to the sort of intelligibility they
exhibit. With respect to their content, however, Kant adds that if
the beautiful arts are not combined with moral ideas, then the
result is ultimately superficial, and beautiful art stands in danger
of degenerating into mere (and, for Kant, essentially meaningless)
enjoyment. He believes that moral content is indispensable to
beautiful art.

[[§§5533:: ““CCoommppaarriissoonn ooff tthhee aaeesstthheettiicc vvaalluuee ooff tthhee bbeeaauuttiiffuull aarrttss
wwiitthh oonnee aannootthheerr””]] To elaborate on his taxonomy of the fine arts
and to conclude the first major segment of his analysis of judg-
ments of beauty and sublimity, Kant adds some reflections on the
hierarchy of the fine arts. These are not complete and systemati-
cally organized, but they do provide a glimpse into the respective
values Kant places on the various arts. His reasons for locating this

the fine arts and creative genius 137



or that art in its place in the taxonomy are revealing as examples
of his aesthetic theory in a more practical application.

Kant maintains that poetry is the most valuable art, as the most
free, as offering the purest display of the power of genius, and as
therefore an art that stimulates the imagination to the greatest
extent. Part of this celebration concerns poetry’s conceptual
medium and Kant’s belief that fine art in general requires an asso-
ciation with moral ideas, if it is not to become superficial. As a con-
ceptual art, poetry’s medium is immediately closest to moral ideas,
while it remains defiant of formulas, definitions, and unimagina-
tive rigidity. It thus stands as a strong vehicle to raise one’s atten-
tion beyond the realm of determinate conceptual forms to that of
reason, morality, and the indeterminate concepts associated with
the latter.

With respect to poetry as a vehicle for moral expression, Kant
observes that poetry has a noticeable independence from raw sen-
sations and formulaic conceptual forms, and also conveys perspec-
tives that nature in its given spatio-temporal forms does not offer.
That is, nature itself does not produce science fiction or fantasy,
except through the powers of the artistic genius. Insofar as poetry
has the power for presenting nature in alternative conditions that
include among them visions of a morally perfected world, it has
the power to serve in the interests of reason as a “schema” or
intermediary for reason’s instantiation in the world.

With an anti-Sophist attitude of which Socrates and Plato
would be proud, however, Kant states squarely that the art of
rhetoric is not worthy of any respect. This is owing to its power to
distract attention from the truth. The following quote puts his
view in a nutshell:

I must confess that a beautiful poem has always given me a pure sat-
isfaction, whereas reading the best speech of a Roman popular
speaker or a contemporary speaker in parliament or the pulpit has
every time been mixed with the uncomfortable feeling of disapproval
of a deceitful art, which understands how to move people like
machines, to a judgment in important matters which when consid-
ered in quiet reflection, must lose all weight for them.

(§53, footnote, Ak 327–28 (217), G 205, P 198, M 193, B 172)
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After attending to poetry and rhetoric, Kant considers the value of
music, which impresses him highly from one perspective, while
from another, leads him to locate it as the least valuable of the fine
arts. On the positive side, Kant’s theory of music is insightful, for
he associates it directly with language and communication. He
notices that when people speak, their voices have a cadence that
abstractly matches the meanings expressed, and that music is like
language, except that it abstracts away from the determinate mean-
ings and provides a general form of meaning that stimulates our
imagination. If there were a set of abstract forms that underlie all
of language, music could have the capacity to express these forms
and even constitute a universal language.

Although one can draw the above account from Kant’s charac-
terization of music, he does not develop the idea that musical
forms express underlying linguistic structures considered gener-
ally. He focusses rather on the connection between music and emo-
tional expression through language, and is more suggestive of a
theory of music as expressive of emotional forms relative to the
core emotions that all humans share. This gives us the foundation
of considering music as the expression of emotions in a manner
detached from the specific contexts in which they arise, so as to be
able to contemplate them in a distanced and disinterested aesthetic
manner.

The sensory quality of music as constituted by sequences of
sounds, however, induces Kant to temper his praise of music.
Insofar as music is grounded in raw sensory qualities, there is a
strong connection to non-reflective, simple enjoyment, and this
explains for Kant why music needs constantly to change and why,
for him, it becomes tiresome with excessive repetition. He thus
presents a polarized account of music, for while it appeals to our
sense of abstraction and formality, it is also grounded in the natu-
rally enjoyable qualities of sound. This reinforces the idea that
within Kant’s aesthetics music needs to be appreciated formalisti-
cally to preserve its beautiful quality.

With further respect to his fundamental view – one where the
satisfaction that grounds judgments of pure beauty radiates from
the harmony of the cognitive faculties – Kant ends up locating
music on the lowest rung of the fine arts:
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If, on the contrary, one estimates the value of the beautiful arts in ref-
erence to the culture that they provide for the mind, and takes as
one’s standard the enlargement of the capacities that, for cognition,
must come together in the power of judgment, then in this respect
music occupies the lowest place among the beautiful arts (just as it
might occupy the highest place among those that are appreciated in
terms of their agreeableness), because it merely plays with sensations.

(§53, Ak 329 (220), G 206, P 199–200, M 195, B 174)

This characterization brings music closer to cooking, since cooking
similarly plays with sensations (of a gustatory sort), albeit in a
more desire-stimulating manner. Kant does not mention cooking,
but he does compare the sensory aspect of music with perfume-
making, since both sounds and scents can be pervasive and cannot
easily be ignored when they touch the ears or nose. Music is often
described as a sublime and transcendent art, and some metaphysi-
cal views even consider the core of the universe to be musical, but
we do not encounter this attitude in Kant’s explicit treatment of
music in §§53–54 (although we can discern it at a deeper level, as
the conclusion to this study will note). Kant clearly and officially
associates music with charm, sensory satisfaction and enjoyment,
mentioning its more formalistically elevated qualities as being
weighed down, quite unlike poetry, by music’s vulgar entrench-
ment in the field of sensation.

In passing, Kant states that the pictorial arts offer a more con-
cept-filled content that stimulates the understanding in a more
determinate fashion, thus locating the pictorial arts midway
between the arts of speech and the arts of the play of sensations.
What we see in general is a foundational schema that is con-
structed along the spectrum that ranges from pure sensation to
pure conception, where at the top he locates the more conceptu-
ally-based media, and at the bottom, the more sensation-based
media. Prima facie the arts are organized along this continuum,
with added reflections and provisos that temper the location of
each art. Rhetoric, for instance, is diminished in quality and music
is raised in quality, given the added details of the arts themselves.

[[§§5544:: ““RReemmaarrkk””]] Kant’s extended attention to music in his dis-
cussion of the hierarchy of the arts, in conjunction with the failure
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to consider some of the other arts he mentions at any length at all,
indicates that he is not primarily interested in discussing each art
in sequence, but has other interests that are guiding his discussion.
The account of music and what follows in his concluding remark in
the analytic section of the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment reveals a
wider interest in assimilating his theory of beauty into a broader
consideration of aesthetic experience in general (which includes
sensory gratification) and the promotion of health.

At first sight, Kant’s concluding remarks appear to be a mere
collection of observations concerning minor arts of enjoyment,
such as telling jokes and playing light-hearted games. The length at
which Kant discusses jokes seems strange, peripheral and mostly
irrelevant to his aesthetics, given that there is no fine art of joke-
telling. This would be a misinterpretation, though, for there is a
good reason for him to reflect on the nature of jokes and to offer
an account of the nature of laughter. To him, music and materials
for laughter are similar in the following way:

. . . music and material for laughter are two kinds of play with aes-
thetic ideas or even representations of the understanding, through
which in the end nothing is thought, and which can please us in a
lively way merely through their change; by which they make it rather
clear that in both cases, although it is occasioned by ideas of the
mind, the enlivening is merely corporeal and that the feeling of health
through such a movement of the viscera corresponding to that play
constitutes the whole gratification in a lively party . . . 

(§54, Ak 332 (224), G 208, P 202, M 198, B 176–77)

Kant stated in §1 that in aesthetic judgment in general, a represen-
tation of an object in an aesthetic judgment is related to one’s
“feeling of life.” It was emphasized earlier how important it is not
to confuse the term “judgments of taste” (i.e., judgments of pure
beauty) with the term “aesthetic judgment,” since the later is a
generic category that includes three types of judgment, namely,
judgments of pure beauty, judgments of the sublime, and aesthetic
judgments of sense. In this concluding remark to the analytic of
aesthetic judgment, Kant considers aesthetic judgments of sense
and judgments of pure beauty in their joint connection to the
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feeling of health or life. He recognizes that both beauty and sen-
sory gratification can stimulate our feeling of health and now con-
siders music and laughter as examples of activities that clearly
involve sensory gratification, but in a manner that is consistent with
the satisfaction that beauty provides.

Evidence of this broader interest in beauty, sense-gratification,
and feelings of health resides in how Kant’s begins and ends this
section with a reference to Epicurus, who maintained that every-
thing reduces to sense-gratification, that sense-gratification is an
animal function, and that all gratification aims to support bodily
well-being and health. The problem Kant faces is to explain how
sensory gratification does not always conflict with beauty, since
there is a level at which it can and does conflict: satisfaction in pure
beauty is disinterested, whereas satisfaction in sense-gratification
is fundamentally interested. If Epicurus were correct, then the
claim that “everyone has his own taste” would be true, and Kant’s
universalistic theory of beauty could not get off the sensory
ground.

Throughout the Critique of the Power of Judgment, though,
Kant is careful to acknowledge that formal and sense-gratification
qualities can be (and typically need to be) present in the same
object. For a judgment of pure beauty, we need to ignore the sense-
gratification qualities to provide a universal ground to our judg-
ment. The problem concerns how we are prohibited from saying
that an object is beautiful on account of its sense-gratification
qualities and how to acknowledge nonetheless that these qualities
cannot be avoided, and, indeed, frequently present themselves in
thematic combination with an art work’s formal qualities.

Kant believes that Epicurus was correct to emphasize the impor-
tance of maintaining bodily well-being and health, but Kant dis-
agrees that only sense-gratification works towards this end, since
the satisfaction in pure beauty appears to foster health as well, and
the latter is not a sense-gratification. What he adopts from
Epicurus, though, is the idea that beauty and sense-gratification
are compatible with respect to the furtherance of moral interests.
And this is the point of Kant’s lengthy discussion of laughter,
which he defines as an effect that results from the sudden transfor-
mation of a heightened sensation into nothing.
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The definition of laughter sounds peculiar without putting it
into the context of Kant’s view that the satisfaction in pure beauty
is disinterested. When a joke transforms some subject-matter “into
nothing,” the effect is to negate the theoretical and practical inter-
ests in the joke’s subject-matter, thus rendering the pleasure in the
laughter detached from such interests. It is comparable to how
music detaches itself from determinate concepts and expresses
emotions in a disinterested manner. The result is an instance of
sense-gratification that has a resemblance to beauty and that does
not necessarily threaten moral interests as other forms of sensory
gratification might do. We can thereby appreciate one of the few
jokes in the Critique of the Power of Judgment in light of Kant’s
interest in explaining how both the satisfaction in pure beauty and
some forms of sensory gratification can contribute to our feeling of
life. He states:

Suppose someone tells the story that an Indian, who at the table of an
Englishman in Surat, expressed his great amazement with many
exclamations upon seeing a bottle of ale being opened and all the
beer, transformed into foam, spill out. And in response to the
Englishman’s question “What is there here to be so amazed at?”
answered, “I am not amazed that the foam is coming out, but by how
you could get it all in,” we laugh, and it gives us a hearty pleasure.
This is not because we find ourselves more clever than this unknow-
ing person, or because of anything else that is entertaining that the
understanding allows us to notice, but because our expectation was
heightened and then suddenly disappeared into nothing.

(§54, Ak 333 (226), G 209, P 203–4, M 199–200, B 178)

The disappearance of our expectation “into nothing” (ins Nichts)
amounts to an elevation of the sense-gratification into a relatively
disinterested condition. So although Kant associates music with
perfumery and although one can associate music with cooking on
the same grounds, the stronger analogy is between music and
laughter, since both have a disinterested relationship to sensory
gratification that perfumery and cooking have to a lesser degree.
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THE ANTINOMY OF TASTE

[[FFiirrsstt PPaarrtt,, CCrriittiiqquuee ooff AAeesstthheettiicc JJuuddggmmeenntt.. SSeeccttiioonn IIII.. DDiiaalleeccttiicc ooff
AAeesstthheettiicc JJuuddggmmeenntt.. §§5555]] In this second division of the Critique of
Aesthetic Judgment which concerns the “dialectic” of aesthetic
judgment, Kant initiates an inquiry into the foundations of his aes-
thetic theory by asking an important question: Is there any contra-
diction in the theory of beauty at the level of basic principles? If
there is such a contradiction, then any attempts to formulate a uni-
versalistic theory of beauty will be fruitless. It is therefore impor-
tant for Kant to show that his own account stands on consistent
ground, despite what appears to be a threatening tension at the
basic level and an impediment to all theories of beauty. In particu-
lar, he observes a conflict associated with the claim that judgments
of pure beauty have a universal validity.

With respect to the alleged universal validity of judgments of
pure beauty, Kant admits that people often disagree in their aes-
thetic judgments. This could suggest that there might be no single
principle of judgments of pure beauty that everyone ought to
observe and that would precipitate universal agreement. That

4
BEAUTY’S CONFIRMATION OF

SCIENCE AND MORALITY
(§§55–60)



actual disagreement exists is not itself deeply problematic, how-
ever, since Kant’s theory can resolve many differences of opinion
by distinguishing between judgments of pure beauty, judgments of
sensory gratification and judgments of perfection, and by distin-
guishing pure beauty from adherent beauty. A person could be
making a judgment of beauty that is more influenced by sensory
gratification or by an interest in an object’s purpose, for instance,
and this could explain why the person disagrees with others.

[[§§5566:: ““RReepprreesseennttaattiioonn ooff tthhee aannttiinnoommyy ooff ttaassttee””]] Kant’s more
substantial worry is that, at their core, theories of beauty might
suffer from an internal and irresolvable conflict of doctrines that
would yield contradictory bases for the judgments of pure beauty
themselves. This would undermine the philosophical attempts to
formulate a general theory altogether. He is ultimately confident
that there is no such conflict or “antinomy” whose recognition
would undercut his theory of beauty, but to put this issue to rest,
he formulates the strongest version of such a theory-breaking con-
flict that he can philosophically imagine. To do this, he reaches ini-
tially into the field of general proverbs about beauty and extracts
two commonplace beliefs that contradict his conclusion that judg-
ments of pure beauty have a universal validity. These are the rela-
tivistic sayings that “everyone has his own taste” and that
consequently “there is no disputing about taste.”1

From these proverbs Kant unfolds an antinomy of taste that sets
their relativistic import against a more universalistic and non-rela-
tivistic alternative. On the one side, then, we have the claim that
there is no disputing about taste, where “dispute” entails strin-
gently that one or the other side’s position could be logically
proven. To assert that there is no disputing about tastes is to main-
tain that no logical proofs can be advanced to ground judgments of
beauty. Now if such judgments were conceptually-based, so the
reasoning proceeds, then they would be open to proof, so if we
assume that there is no disputing about tastes, then judgments of
beauty cannot in any sense be conceptually-grounded.

Even if everyone does not always argue about matters of beauty
with the explicit assumption that a logical proof will emerge to
conclude the disagreement, it remains that we do in fact have seri-
ous disagreements about matters of beauty. This raises the question
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of how it is possible to disagree at all reasonably and vociferously,
if judgments of beauty have no conceptual basis and altogether
defy rational discussion. The very presence of serious debate – as is
also the case for philosophical disputes – suggests that there is
some objective basis to judgments of beauty, and if postulating a
conceptual basis to the judgment is the only way to account for
this objectivity, then judgments of beauty would need to have a
conceptual basis of some sort.

In actual fact, people disagree about matters of beauty as they
do in philosophical matters, and never seem to be able to bring
forth logical proofs to substantiate their opinions with some con-
clusive reasoning. So the nature of such disagreements about
beauty remains unclear, since proofs would seem to be required, if
only in principle. It is peculiar that for centuries, people have been
arguing with each other over judgments of beauty and philosophi-
cal matters, but despite all of the argumentation, the conclusive
proofs never seem to materialize. We thus seem to stand at an
impasse and face the following conflict in the basic principles of
taste:

1. TThheessiiss. The judgment of pure beauty is not grounded on con-
cepts, because otherwise it would be possible to dispute (dis-
putiren) about it (decide through proofs).

2. AAnnttiitthheessiiss. The judgment of pure beauty is grounded on con-
cepts, because otherwise, its variety notwithstanding, it would
not even be possible to have any controversy (streiten)2 about
it (to demand the necessary agreement of others to this judg-
ment).

(§56, Ak 338 (234), G 215, P 211, M 206, B 183–84)

[[§§5577:: ““SSoolluuttiioonn ooff tthhee aannttiinnoommyy ooff ttaassttee””]] Kant believes that he
can easily resolve the antinomy of taste by revealing an ambiguity
in the meaning of the term “concept” (Begriff) as it appears in the
thesis and antithesis. The thesis and antithesis immediately
become compatible if (1) the thesis is interpreted as asserting that
judgments of pure beauty are not based on determinate concepts,
and therefore are not susceptible of being decided by logical proofs,
and if (2) the antithesis is interpreted as asserting that judgments
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of pure beauty are based on indeterminate concepts, thereby pre-
serving the possibility for establishing a universal conceptual
ground for the judgments and, hence, a reference for serious dis-
agreements, since their general conceptual basis is retained.

After having resolved this ambiguity in the antinomy’s thesis
and antithesis, Kant introduces the required indeterminate concept
that – so he maintains – serves to ground the universality of judg-
ments of beauty. This is where some complication and controversy
of its own enters into the interpretation of Kant’s theory of beauty,
since the indeterminate concept he introduces is not the concept
one would expect him to refer to at this point.

In this section Kant speaks generically about the distinction
between determinate concepts and indeterminate concepts, stating
that whereas every determinate concept can be adequately instan-
tiated in the field of sense experience, every indeterminate concept
defies exact correspondence with any set of sense experiences. He
adds that the most generic and foundational indeterminate concept
is the transcendental, rational idea of the supersensible (i.e., the
idea of an unconditional being, or unconditional mode of being)
that grounds all sense experience, or all sensory intuition. In the
broadest sense, this is the objective reality that cognition in general
ideally aims to know. This idea of the supersensible is the indeter-
minate concept Kant introduces to resolve the antinomy of taste.

This generic idea of the supersensible, if it is not the immediate
ground, nonetheless must be the ultimate ground of judgments of
beauty, insofar as they rest on indeterminate as opposed to deter-
minate concepts, following Kant’s dictates. His reason is that this
generic idea of the supersensible is at the basis of not only the uni-
versal validity of judgments of pure beauty, but is additionally at
the basis of the universal validity of all judgments. It grounds the
universal validity of cognition in general, in other words, and this
is the key point. His assertion is that if our judgments are to have
universal validity in the strongest sense, we need to suppose that
their intersubjective content is directed towards and based on real-
ity as it is in itself, and not only on how we need to experience
things.

Kant’s reference to the idea of what lies behind all sensory
appearances, however, does raise some interpretive questions about
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the status of his earlier account of the universal validity of judg-
ments of beauty, viz., his deduction of those judgments. The pre-
sent §57 reference to the idea of the supersensible comes
somewhat unexpectedly, since the deduction in §38 is presented as
being sufficient (genug) to establish the universal validity of judg-
ments of pure beauty. Assuming that §38 was written before §57
and that the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment is consistently com-
posed,3 then either Kant is now representing the contents of the
§38 deduction from a different angle, or he is contradicting its
alleged sufficiency, or he is expanding upon it by simply drawing
implications from what he has already established in §38. The third
of these alternatives seems to be the most plausible, as can now be
explained.

Earlier in the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment, Kant characterized
the disinterested and universal satisfaction that grounds judgments
of pure beauty in reference to his §9 claim that nothing can be uni-
versally communicated “except cognition and representation inso-
far as it belongs to cognition.” This developed immediately into his
canonical rendition of the harmony of the cognitive faculties as
accounting for the judgment of beauty’s universal validity, since the
judgment issues from a basic harmony between the understanding
and imagination that can be assumed to be the same in everyone.

Now presently, in the resolution of the antinomy of taste and in
the resultant need to specify an indeterminate concept upon which
the universal validity of judgments of pure beauty is based, one
would expect Kant to turn directly to the harmony of the cognitive
faculties, since according to his earlier exposition, we know that
this harmony grounds the universality of judgments of pure
beauty and remains independent of conceptual proofs. A reference
to the harmony of the cognitive faculties seems to be exactly that
for which the resolution of the antinomy of taste calls.4

The harmony of the cognitive faculties in connection with judg-
ments of pure beauty is characterized by a free play between those
faculties through which the power of judgment in general is
expressed. Specifically, this free play involves an indeterminate
harmony between the faculties of imagination and understanding.
The logical form of this harmony reflects the elementary “S is P“
form of logical judgment without any further specification – that
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is, the harmony is generically conceived – and this generic quality
also reveals how the harmony is indeterminate, since no particular
state of either faculty is specified in their condition of free play and
mutual attunement.

In Kant’s initial account of the universality of judgments of
taste in §§1–22 and §§30–40, we can thus identify several refer-
ences to indeterminacy and can straightforwardly identify a con-
cept that grounds the universal validity of judgments of pure
beauty in direct reference to the harmony of the cognitive facul-
ties. This is the concept of “cognition in general” that refers to the
free harmony of the faculties and it is what one could also expect
Kant to recall at this point as the indeterminate concept that
resolves the antinomy of taste. Kant’s note to §38, moreover, also
quoted above in Chapter 1, is explicit about how the free harmony
of the cognitive faculties is sufficient to establish the subjective
universal validity of judgments of beauty:

To be justified in claiming universal agreement for judgments of the
aesthetic power of judgment that rests merely on subjective grounds,
it is sufficient [ist genug; note that Kant states “sufficient,” rather than
“necessary”] to grant: (1) the subjective conditions of this faculty are
one and the same in all people, as far as is concerned the relation of
the cognitive powers thus set into activity for a cognition in general.
This must be true, because otherwise people could not communicate
their representations and even cognition itself. (2) The judgment has
considered merely this relation . . . and is pure . . . 

(§38, footnote, Ak 290 (152), G 170, P 155, M 147, B 132)

In his solution to the antinomy of taste and in his quest for a con-
cept that grounds the universal validity of judgments of beauty,
Kant does not, however, directly refer to “cognition in general” and
let the matter rest as having already been established in earlier dis-
cussions. He instead introduces the indeterminate concept men-
tioned above, namely, the concept of a being that underlies all
phenomenal appearances, or what can alternatively be described
generally as the idea of the supersensible “thing-in-itself.”

It is thought-provoking that here in §57 Kant maintains that if
judgments of pure beauty are not grounded on the indeterminate
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concept of what underlies all phenomenal appearances, then we
could not “save” (retten) the universal validity of such judgments.
This wording suggests that the universal validity of judgments of
pure beauty has in fact been established to a significant degree, but
that now, in light of some further considerations or previous omis-
sions, it faces a threat from which it needs to be saved. It does
appear that the deduction was “easy” (leicht) and that it was com-
pleted earlier in §38 with the assertion that in all human beings
the subjective conditions of the faculty of judgment are identical
with respect to cognition in general. §38 states explicitly that
assumptions (1) and (2) in the excerpt above are sufficient for the
deduction. It does not state that the two assumptions are merely
necessary, which would imply that something more would be
needed to complete the deduction. So what we read in §57 calls for
some interpretation.

The following questions consequently arise. What is the threat
that Kant perceives? Why does he believe that he needs to invoke the
idea of the supersensible to alleviate it? What, if any, is the relation-
ship between the idea of the supersensible and cognition in general?

To approach some answers to these questions, it helps to recall
the meaning of “adherent” in Kant’s characterization of adherent
beauty: when one is primarily interested in an object’s purpose, the
object’s beauty immediately becomes a secondary matter that
adheres to that main interest. To take Kant’s prime example, if
some object has an unconditional purpose (as does the human
being), then whatever beauty it has will be a secondary matter that
adheres to that predominant purpose. Given some object that is
considered in reference to some overriding purpose, then, beauty
will always take a back seat and will adhere to the purpose.

In the present situation, we are not concerned with the uncondi-
tional moral purpose of the human being, but a closely related pur-
pose, namely, the purpose of human cognition. This purpose is to
obtain empirical knowledge, since this is the best we can possibly
do in an ideal effort to know how things are in themselves.
Cognition is fundamentally directed outwards towards objects in
space and time, and by extension it is fundamentally directed
towards the unknowable that underlies those objects, namely, what
Kant calls the supersensible.
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If the considered and realistic purpose of cognition is to obtain
empirical knowledge, then the harmony of the cognitive faculties
can only be geared to that purpose as well, and this implies that all
experiences of beauty prima facie will direct our attention to what
is public and objective.5 This public quality precisely reflects the
nature of the universal validity of judgments of pure beauty, which
is an abstracted form of the universal validity that attends our
ascriptions of spatio-temporal qualities to objects. So just as the
categorical and unconditional purpose of morality forces one to
harmonize the satisfaction in free beauty with moral values, the
categorical and apparently fixed purpose of cognition forces one to
harmonize the satisfaction in pure beauty with epistemological
values, and these require a reference to the way the world is in
itself.

The very nature of pure beauty consequently requires us to
regard every object that is judged to be beautiful “as if” it were an
object of natural beauty, whether it happens to be a figment of
one’s imagination, a work of art, or a natural object itself. This is
also to say that every object of pure beauty represents the satisfac-
tion of the interests of morality (even though it does not satisfy
them in actuality), given that every actual occasion of natural
beauty does in fact satisfy those moral interests. Every object of
pure beauty is thus like a drawing of a naturally beautiful object: in
light of the purpose of cognition, we represent the objects appre-
hended as purely beautiful, as being natural objects, but this is only
a subjective representation, i.e., we represent them only “as if”
they were natural objects.

These considerations shine a different theoretical light on pure
beauty. Pure beauty is certainly the baseline notion of beauty in
Kant’s aesthetics, and although the disinterestedness of a judgment
of pure beauty requires us to acknowledge that it makes no differ-
ence to a representation’s beauty whether or not it actually refers
to anything actual, the very resonance of the cognitive faculties
that that representation produces – since it is a resonance related to
cognition – requires us to regard that representation as referring to
an actual object, even if we know that it is merely a dream image.
There is consequently a small tension between the neutrality of
the disinterested attitude that suspends our interest in an object’s
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actual existence for the sake of pure contemplation, and the prag-
matic purpose of cognition in general – a purpose that accounts for
the very satisfaction in such contemplation – that requires us to
regard the object as if it nonetheless were actual. This is because
the purpose of cognition is fundamentally geared towards what
actually exists.

Kant’s introduction of the idea of the supersensible can thus be
regarded as an explicit recognition that cognition in general is prag-
matically directed towards the acquisition of empirical knowledge,
even though its purpose is temporarily suspended in the experience
of pure beauty. This reference to what is supersensible is implicit in
the excerpt from §38 above, so what he asserts in §57 can be
regarded as simply the drawing of an obvious implication.
Specifically, Kant states in §38 that in the experience of pure beauty,
the harmony of the cognitive faculties is “set into activity for a cog-
nition in general,” and since the purpose of cognition in general
requires that it be fundamentally directed towards actual objects –
objects whose ultimate ground is the supersensible – the idea of the
supersensible is entailed by the very concept of cognition in general.

This entailment can be appreciated upon noting that to suspend
a purpose does not imply that the purpose is completely set aside
and forgotten. Even the weight-lifter’s flexing of muscles or the
revving of a car’s engine only makes sense as such in relation to
the purpose of lifting weights or the actual driving of the car.
Flexing is not itself weight-lifting, but it is done with the weight-
lifting in view. Similarly, the experience of beauty is not the expe-
rience of knowing anything, but it is experienced with cognition in
view, and it is this view towards cognition that introduces the idea
of the supersensible, i.e., that which we are ultimately trying to
know. The implication is that all beautiful objects be judged as if
they were natural objects.

Yet another way to express this is to say that only if the objects
judged to be beautiful are regarded as public objects open to every-
one’s view (i.e., as being made of natural materials) does it make
any sense to demand the agreement of others. It is one thing to
establish the universal validity of a judgment by noting how
everyone thinks alike in a certain respect, and this is what Kant
states explicitly in §38, but it remains to point out furthermore
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that everyone must also direct their common mode of thinking on
mutually-perceivable public objects, and this is what the §57 refer-
ence to the idea of the supersensible expresses.

Unfortunately, if matters of interpretation were not complicated
enough with Kant’s introduction of the idea of the supersensible, we
encounter in §57, like a small explosion, a series of diverse formula-
tions of this idea of the supersensible within the span of a couple of
pages that, although textually close to one another, are not obvi-
ously synonymous. Kant will later claim nonetheless that these for-
mulations have essentially the same reference. They are as follows:

Objective Formulations of the Idea of the Supersensible:

[A] A concept of this sort is, however, merely the purely rational
concept of the supersensible [Übersinnlichen], which lies as the
ground of the object (and also the judging subject) insofar as it
is a sensory object, consequently as an appearance. (§57, Ak
340 (236), G 216, P 212, M 207, B 185)6

[B] . . . the judgment of pure beauty is still grounded on a concept,
albeit an indeterminate one (namely, of the supersensible sub-
strate of appearances) . . . (§57, Ak 340–41 (237), G 216, P 213,
M 208, B 186)

[C] . . . the judgment of pure beauty is grounded on a concept (of a
general ground of the subjective purposiveness of nature for
the power of judgment) . . . (§57, Ak 340 (236), G 216, P 213,
M 207–8, B 185)

Subjective Formulations of the Idea of the Supersensible:

[D] [the judgment of pure beauty] acquires validity for everyone
through this indeterminate concept . . . because its determining
ground may lie [vielleicht . . . liegt] in the concept of that
which can be seen as the supersensible substrate of humanity
[Menschheit]. (§57, Ak 340 (236–37), G 216, P 213, M 208, B
185)

[E] The subjective principle, namely, the indeterminate idea of the
supersensible in us [in uns],7 can only be indicated as the single

beauty, science, and morality 153



key [einzige Schlüssel] to the mystery of this faculty [of
taste] . . . (§57, Ak 341 (238), G 217, P 213–14, M 208–9, B
186)

[F] Since the beautiful must be judged . . . in accord with the pur-
posive attunement of the imagination for its agreement with
the faculty of concepts in general, it is no rule or precept but
only that which is merely nature in the subject, i.e., the super-
sensible substrate of all our faculties . . . which can serve as the
subjective standard of that aesthetic but unconditioned purpo-
siveness in beautiful art . . . (§57, Remark I, Ak 344 (242–43),
G 219, P 217, M 212–13, B 189)

We will see that among this crisscrossing array of formulations
formulation [C] is at the crux of the discussion. Let us begin,
though, with formulation [A] and consider each in sequence. [A]
primarily expresses the concept of an unspecified and unknowable
supersensible substrate of nature that is assumed to be the ground
of some given phenomenal object. This supersensible substrate is
also construed in reference to an object considered individually, so
[A] suggests the concept of an individual thing “in-itself.”

For instance, [A] would refer to the snowflake, tulip, lamp, or
any other object, as that object is in itself, i.e., as it is independently
of its spatio-temporal and causal dimensions. There is the lamp as
it appears to us and there is the lamp as it is in itself, and this lamp
in itself is what one might call, loosely speaking, the “transcenden-
tal lamp,” or more exactly the non-sensory being that we speculate
as grounding the appearance of the lamp as an empirically real,
phenomenal object. Such a being may have no “lampness” to it at
all, as far as we can know. Within the context of judgments of pure
beauty, though, [A] is a particularly useful formulation of the idea
of the supersensible substrate of nature, since every judgment of
pure beauty refers to some individual thing, and we are here con-
sidering this or that particular thing as it is in itself.

Formulation [B] is a generalization of [A] and it refers to the
unknowable thing-in-itself considered as the supersensible sub-
strate of nature’s entirety, and not relative to this or that given
thing. [A] is closely akin to [B] and blends into it, since in the
realm of the supersensible, internal differentiations are difficult to
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make sense of, and the two characterizations of the supersensible
refer to what is, as far as our knowledge is concerned, an essen-
tially blank mode of being.

Formulation [C] retains the explicit generality of [B], but adds
further speculation that the supersensible substrate of nature might
be intelligent, since the natural world could be far more disorga-
nized and chaotic than it actually is. Since we conceive of nature’s
regularities in terms of general and repeatable patterns, since we
are not completely responsible for the specific empirical determi-
nacy of the patterns we discover in experience, and since matter
itself does not appear to be intelligent, it makes sense to explain
the lawlike quality of these patterns by referring to what lies
behind nature, i.e., to the supersensible substrate of nature, as hav-
ing some inherent intelligence.

The presence of empirical laws confirms, although we also more
fundamentally have no choice but to assume, that nature acts in
sympathy with our efforts to make sense of our experience. This is
to say that we have no choice but to assume that nature – or rather,
the intelligence that supersensibly underlies it – is purposive for
our cognition in general. Such an assumption, viz., the principle of
the objective purposiveness of nature, is important within the pre-
sent context, for it establishes a direct link between the harmony of
the cognitive faculties and the reference to the supersensible sub-
strate of nature here expressed in [C]. These in fact represent the
subjective and objective poles of a single key to legitimating the
universality of judgments of pure beauty, as expressed in §9, and
now here in §57.

The subjective harmony of the faculties (§9) can only be possi-
ble to any significant degree, if nature’s objective presentation is
itself assumed to be reasonably coherent (§57). Without presup-
posing nature’s coherence on its own accord, there would be rela-
tively little that could be empirically comprehended, let alone
appreciated as beautiful. So the purpose of cognition in general
directs us to refer to an objective reality independent of us as the
ultimate object of our knowledge, and the more specific need to
formulate empirical laws directs us speculatively to ascribe a pur-
pose to that objective reality that is favorable to our cognition.
Cognition in general aims to know the world, presupposes thereby
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the presence of that world, and is further required as a condition
for the realization of its aim, to speculate that the world itself is
amenable to our cognitive efforts and, hence, that it has an under-
lying intelligence of its own. The experience of beauty is based on a
feeling of approval in apprehending systematically-organized
objects, so the experience of beauty aesthetically confirms the prin-
ciple of the objective purposiveness of nature.

As alternatively expressed, since the harmony of the cognitive
faculties expresses the power of “judgment in general” in its “S is
P“ structuring, Kant’s assertion that [C], along with [A] and [B],
are the grounds for the universal validity of all judgments, is to
assert that [A], [B], and [C] are the grounds for cognition in gen-
eral and, hence, are the grounds for the harmony of the cognitive
faculties. So from this angle, [A], [B], and [C] are objectively neces-
sary for the subjective universal satisfaction that resides at the
basis of judgments of beauty.

Just as [A], [B], and [C] represent the objective preconditions for
cognition in general, formulations [D], [E], and [F] provide subjec-
tive expressions of the supersensible substrate that refer to what is
within ourselves, and these can be seen jointly as subjective pre-
conditions for cognition in general. [D] refers to the substrate of
humanity. This reference to humanity usually suggests a moral
content, since, for example, Kant uses the same term (Menschheit)
in §17 (on the ideal of beauty) within the context of describing
how human beings determine their purposes via reason. He does
not always use the term in this way, though, and he sometimes
associates humanity simply with universal communicability as in
§41 and §60. Within the present context, it is problematic to inter-
pret [D] as referring to morality per se, because this interpretation
does not cohere with the other five characterizations that are
appearing on these two pages, all of which concern the conditions
for cognition in general.

Greater consistency arises when we interpret the concept of
humanity here as referring not exclusively to morality, but more
cognitively to our common human nature – one conceived in rela-
tion to how all human beings have the cognitive faculties of under-
standing and imagination, or perhaps more expansively, how all
human beings have the higher level faculties of understanding,
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judgment, and reason. This renders [D] as essentially the same as
[F], which we will discuss further below.

Formulation [E], like [D], is consistent with this more exclu-
sively cognitive interpretation, since it refers only to the supersen-
sible “in us” without further characterization. Formulation [F] is
an explicitly broad formulation that refers to the harmony of all of
our faculties, and not particularly to our moral nature. All in all,
we have a complicated array of overlapping formulations of the
supersensible substrate that cover both objective and subjective
dimensions, and that are variously specified within each dimension
itself. One way to conceive of the entire group of characterizations
and to comprehend their subtle differences as bearing on the same
basic idea, however, is to regard them all as ways to characterize
the necessary conditions for cognition in general. As such, they
would stand as necessary conditions for the harmony of the cogni-
tive faculties and, consequently, for the universal validity of judg-
ments of pure beauty.

From this full array of variable formulations of a supersensible
substrate, one thing is clear: Kant is adding some content to his §38
deduction of the universal validity of judgments of beauty to
include more than the harmony of the cognitive faculties. The
principle of the objective purposiveness of nature [C], for instance,
is now entering into the discussion. The above analysis suggests
that his exposition has now shifted to a more basic level by consid-
ering more broadly the necessary conditions, both objective and
subjective, that underlie the harmony of the cognitive faculties and
the nature of cognition in general. These considerations immedi-
ately introduce reflections about the necessary public conditions of
the objects whose pure beauty is being judged.

These public conditions lead us to speculate further about the
objective source of the purposive form in natural objects such as
snowflakes and tulips, not to mention the nature of things in
themselves. At the same time, Kant’s discussion brings us into
more speculative terrain in contrast to the confidently-describable
a priori conditions for human knowledge, the associated logically-
structured harmony of the understanding and imagination and the
universal feelings presumably associated with the experience of
that harmony. We are now introducing dimensions of the human
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condition that lead us to refer to, and speculate about, modes of
being whose inner qualities are unknowable.

AESTHETIC IDEAS, GENIUS, AND THE SUPERSENSIBLE
SUBSTRATE OF NATURE

As we can recall from the previous chapter on artistic beauty, an
aesthetic idea is a presentation that expands inexhaustibly upon
some given theme in a manner that defies exact formulation.
Underlying the aesthetic idea, we suppose an indeterminate rule
that accounts for the aesthetic idea’s intelligibility; it is the artistic
principle through which the aesthetic idea expands coherently
upon the given theme. The intelligibility of the aesthetic idea’s
expansiveness, combined with the dynamic of the expansiveness
itself, produces a satisfaction in the aesthetic idea’s beauty, and this
expansiveness coincidentally directs our attention towards reason
or systematic totality. This is, in effect, the moral realm. The aes-
thetic idea’s merely formal expansiveness thus harmonizes with
beauty and morality simultaneously.

Since the artistic genius is both a naturally-inspired person and,
as a human being in general, an intrinsically moral being, the pro-
ductions of genius have an added power to express moral ideas.
Although the merely formal structure of aesthetic ideas expands
our imagination in the direction of morality, these formally expan-
sive representations can themselves also have moral content. In the
artistic genius’s expression of aesthetic ideas in the realm of fine
art, we can thus have within artistic expression itself, a coincidence
between moral interests, natural energies, beauty, natural products,
and artistic products. This occurs when the artistic genius creates a
work of art that expresses a moral theme.

This account of artistic beauty as the expression of aesthetic
ideas also importantly establishes a model for understanding natu-
ral beauty. If tulips, snowflakes, and the like are regarded as the
expression of aesthetic ideas, then in the very expansiveness of the
natural object’s purposive form – i.e., in the free play of the cogni-
tive faculties that it stimulates – there is an accompanying expan-
sion of our imagination in the direction of reason, since such a
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formal expansiveness is characteristic of aesthetic ideas in general.
The mental process involved here is comparable to how the mathe-
matically sublime directs our attention to moral ideas.

We have seen above that all of the concepts of the supersensible
arising in [A–F] above can be interpreted non-morally as referring
primarily to the preconditions of cognition in general. When we
characterize beauty, both artistic and natural, more fully as the
expression of aesthetic ideas, however, we are led to regard the
imaginative expansiveness that naturally beautiful forms stimu-
late, as suggestive of the moral realm as well. If natural beauty
leads us to postulate a supersensible intelligence as the source of
the beautiful forms, then the conception of beauty as the expres-
sion of aesthetic ideas directs us to postulate a supersensible intelli-
gence with a combination of qualities. Not only would we postulate
an intelligence that ensures the purpose of cognition to formulate
laws of nature in an economic fashion; we would further postulate
that this intelligence is moral as well.

Some added reflections upon Kant’s characterization of beauty
in general as the expression of aesthetic ideas also help explain
why Kant introduces the conception of the supersensible to “save”
the universality validity of judgments of pure beauty. To begin
with, without a reference to a public object, the notion of universal
validity would make no sense in connection with any judgments at
all, and, hence, would make no sense with respect to judgments of
pure beauty. That is, the initial §38 discussion of how everyone’s
cognitive structures are the same provides only a subjectively-ori-
ented deduction in the absence of the objectively-oriented, but also
necessary, aspect of cognition in general.

We might ask, though, whether anything more specific than a
reference to all judgments has been brought forth by Kant’s intro-
duction of the idea of the supersensible within the context of legiti-
mating as universal, the satisfaction that grounds judgments of
pure beauty. If we examine Kant’s theory of aesthetic ideas in this
context and ask what this theory provides, some beauty-specific
reasons emerge for directing our attention to the ultimate objective
grounds of the objects that we judge to be beautiful.

In relation to what supersensibly underlies any object, one of
the main upshots of Kant’s theory of aesthetic ideas is its reference
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to an indeterminate rule or principle that supposedly underlies
the intelligibility of any given purposive form. In the case of artis-
tic beauty, we can look immediately to the artistic genius’s creative
energies. This, however, quickly takes us back to the intelligent
forces of nature that operate through the artistic genius. In the case
of natural beauty, we arrive at the same intelligent forces directly,
as they produce beautiful objects such as snowflakes and seashells.

In each of these cases, we are led to postulate an underlying inde-
terminate rule that is responsible for the intelligibility of any given
purposive form, and we project this rule onto natural objects as a
consequence of applying Kant’s theory of aesthetic ideas to the field
of nature, given his definition of the genius as nature’s favorite.
From the standpoint of aesthetic theory, this indicates a single inde-
terminate rule that stands behind every beautiful object as the basis
of its intelligible form. This single indeterminate rule serves as the
explanation of the object’s particular aesthetic style, and as the basis
of the particular harmony of the cognitive faculties that the object
generates in a disinterested perceiver. With respect to the judgment
of beauty’s universal validity, a common reference to this underlying
rule will also contribute indispensably to guaranteeing the universal
validity of the judgment. This latter is a second, more specific, reason
why Kant’s introduction of the idea of the supersensible bears on the
question of the universal validity of a judgment of pure beauty.

It is important to appreciate why postulating such an underly-
ing rule – a rule that serves the double-duty of accounting for an
object’s beauty and for its suggestiveness of moral ideas – is neces-
sary to guarantee the universal validity of a judgment of pure
beauty. A main reason is that even abstract designs, which are the
objects of judgments of pure beauty, are interpretively ambiguous,
and it is therefore necessary to stabilize the aesthetic effects of
design’s presentation on the side of the object itself. This is neces-
sary because it is possible to select one point of an abstract design
and apprehend the design’s intelligibility from that perspective, but
then notice that from a different point of reference the design’s
organizational quality takes on a new aspect (e.g., as in a duck–
rabbit figure or Necker cube).

Appreciating the perceptual and interpretive ambiguity of
abstract designs is comparable to interpreting a painting in the
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absence of knowing the artist’s intention. One consequently for-
mulates several construals of what the painting’s meaning could
be. Some aesthetic theories celebrate such open-ended ambiguity,
but if we are concerned with the possibility of universal agreement
in the painting’s interpretation, then there is no choice but to pos-
tulate a single meaning for the painting, which can be defined (not
without difficulties, however) in reference to what the painter
intended the painting to mean.

Whether the postulation of a single meaning for any given
work of art is theoretically advisable in the larger scheme of things
is a complicated hermeneutical matter. If, however, the possibility
of universal agreement is to be established, then it is necessary to
prevent the interpretation of the work of art from becoming a rela-
tivistic matter that varies from person to person. Now if we trans-
fer this problem to the wider context of apprehending the formal
intelligibility of an abstract design, it becomes necessary to postu-
late as the source of the design some single, indeterminate rule that
accounts for the design’s style.

In Kant’s terminology, we must postulate in the case of natural
beauty an intelligible source for the naturally-occurring design
that grounds the intelligibility of the aesthetic idea exhibited in the
design. Without this, there could arise a relativity of judgments of
beauty even among those who perfectly adopted a disinterested
attitude towards the object. This is a further reason – although this
argument is difficult to identify in Kant’s text – why both a subjec-
tively-focussed deduction (concerning the harmony of the cogni-
tive faculties) and an objectively-focussed deduction (concerning
the principle of the purposiveness of nature and the idea of the
supersensible) are necessary to establish the universal validity of
judgments of beauty.

The abstract design of a natural object is indeterminate in its
purpose and this very indeterminacy, when it is coupled with a
purposive form, has the power to stimulate the cognitive faculties.
At the same time, this purposive form has the power to produce a
variety of intensities of the harmony of the cognitive faculties, all
of which could be apprehended with a completely disinterested
attitude. A single design can be apprehended as an example of
many different possible rules, depending upon how one focusses
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one’s perception on the design. So to guarantee the universal valid-
ity of the judgment of pure beauty, one needs to postulate that
there is a single rule that prescribes the design (i.e., one must
regard the object as if it were so produced).

This is to say that by merely adopting an aesthetically disinter-
ested attitude toward the object, the universality of the consequent
judgment of pure beauty cannot be guaranteed. If this is the case,
then the legitimation of the universality of judgments of pure
beauty in the earlier parts of the Critique of the Power of
Judgment does not succeed by itself. Corresponding to the ideally
disinterested attitude, along with the ideal attunement of the har-
mony of the cognitive faculties in the perception of an object’s pur-
posive form, one needs an objective basis for stabilizing the
presentation of that form, i.e., a single indeterminate rule or style
that underlies the object’s aesthetic idea.

This need to coordinate subjective and objective aspects of the
aesthetic situation arises also in reference to both empirical
knowledge and morality. In each case, Kant specifies some neces-
sary conditions on the side of the subject, and then adds assump-
tions about how things in themselves must be in order to ensure
the actual functioning and real-life application of the subjective
conditions.

Specifically, with respect to empirical knowledge, space, time,
and the categories of the understanding specify a necessary struc-
ture of human experience, but one also needs to suppose the prin-
ciple of the purposiveness of nature, since there remains the
possibility that sensory stimuli could nonetheless present an
unmanageable chaos. With respect to moral obligation, the categor-
ical imperative specifies a necessary structure to moral reasoning,
but one also needs to suppose that nature is amenable to our moral
dictates, since there remains the possibility that our moral obliga-
tions could never be realized. With respect to judgments of pure
beauty, the harmony of the cognitive faculties specifies a necessary
ground for the universal feeling of beauty, but one also needs to
suppose that the presentation of the object remains interpreta-
tively fixed, since there remains the possibility that ambiguities in
the object’s design could preclude an objective ground for universal
agreement.
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AESTHETIC IDEAS, GENIUS, AND THE SUPERSENSIBLE
SUBSTRATE OF THE HUMAN PERSONALITY

[[““RReemmaarrkk II””]] In his first remark to clarify his solution to the anti-
nomy of taste, Kant recalls and elaborates upon his distinctions
between imagination, understanding and reason. He focuses on the
notion of an idea, and how the general sense of this term is
expressed in both rational ideas and aesthetic ideas. Many of his
remarks reiterate his earlier characterizations of aesthetic ideas in
§49, but he concludes with a revealing explication of artistic genius,
the aim of which is to illuminate the nature of aesthetic ideas. In
the context of this explication, Kant adds yet another formulation
[F, as mentioned above] of the idea of the supersensible and associ-
ates this concept with the conditions for the universal validity of
judgments of beauty as well. Using this concept, he offers a com-
plementary subjectively-oriented deduction of judgments of
beauty that matches the earlier version from §38 closely, notwith-
standing its higher level of generality.

As we have seen, the artistic genius has a natural capacity to
produce resonant, imaginative presentations that bring the cogni-
tive faculties of imagination and understanding into a free har-
mony, such as to radiate a feeling of beauty. This capacity of the
artistic genius is a natural one that transcends the understanding’s
merely mechanical functioning. The genius produces imaginative
presentations whose intelligibility in each instance derives from an
indeterminate, non-formulable rule, expressive of an aesthetic idea.
The resonant imaginative presentation, or aesthetic idea, along
with the indeterminate rule that accounts for that presentation’s
intelligibility, thus issue from the artistic genius.

At the subjective foundation of the artistic genius (and at the
subjective foundation of every person), Kant postulates [F], viz., a
supersensible substrate of all our faculties (das übersinnliche
Substrat aller seiner Vermögen). This is not identical to any of the
individual faculties themselves, but is the ground for the unity of
them all. As such, this substrate is the integrative point that ren-
ders possible the reciprocal and systematic attunement of each
major segment of our mind with every other. Such an idea of a
total internal attunement is expressive of an underlying rationality
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or intelligibility within us that aims for full comprehensiveness.
This supersensible substrate of all our faculties that is said to
ground the universality of judgments of beauty is a higher-level
expression of reason in its quest for total systematicity.

[F] refers us to a generally integrative function of the mind that
Kant supposes everyone has, and that operates the same way in
everyone, just as the faculties of understanding and imagination
are universally shared and operate the same way in everyone. [F] is
a broad-based idea and includes the harmony of the understanding
and imagination, along with the harmony of imagination and rea-
son, as expressions of the ideal of total self-consistency and harmo-
nious mental functioning. Since [F] includes the harmony of the
understanding and imagination described in §38 as grounding the
universal satisfaction of judgments of beauty, it can be seen as a
more generic concept that, as a necessary condition, grounds the
universal validity of judgments of beauty.

This supersensible idea serves as the basis for more than the
universality of judgments of pure beauty, however, since it refers
to the integrative functioning of every faculty. Reason is there-
fore included in the account, for instance, as it harmonizes with
the imagination and with the understanding, via the faculty of
judgment. This idea of the supersensible substrate of the subject
is a necessary condition for the harmony of the cognitive facul-
ties, so only upon its assumption is the universal validity of judg-
ments of pure beauty possible. This idea of the supersensible
substrate of all our faculties suggests, ultimately, that the expan-
siveness of aesthetic ideas partially refers to the integration of
human personality, and hence to the harmony between what rea-
son dictates in a moral context and what our bodies do in physical
activity.

THE UNITARY IDEA OF THE SUPERSENSIBLE

[[““RReemmaarrkk IIII””]] Kant’s conception of reason as a principle that
strives for totality and his reference to various rational ideas of the
supersensible substrate referred to above reaches a powerful climax
in this second remark on the antinomy of taste. We have seen how
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he presents the general idea of a supersensible substrate and then
articulates alternative formulations [A–F] that have subjective and
objective versions. In the objective versions [A–C], he refers to the
unknowable substrate of nature in general, this same substrate
considered in relation to some given empirical object, and this same
substrate as the ground of our projections of intelligibility onto the
phenomenal scenes. In the subjective versions [D–F], he refers to a
supersensible substrate within ourselves as the ground of our vari-
ous mental faculties. The sheer variety of Kant’s characterizations
indicates the theoretical centrality of the concept of a supersensible
substrate, along with the need to draw some subtle distinctions
between alternative conceptions of it, depending upon the theoreti-
cal context.

In this second remark, Kant proceeds integratively to assimi-
late these various objective and subjective conceptions of the
supersensible substrate into a single thought. This emerges from
his recognition that the antinomies referred to in his earlier
works (in the first Critique, in reference to scientific understand-
ing, and in the second Critique, with respect to morality, and
now in the third Critique, with respect to judgments of beauty)
are all resolved if we turn our attention to what lies beyond the
world of sense-experience. Whether we are thinking about prov-
able truth, goodness or beauty, the fundamental conceptual ten-
sions that arise in our reflections on those subjects lead us into
thoughts about what is supersensible for the sake of preserving
consistency.

Kant integrates the various concepts of the supersensible in the
following excerpt:

If it is granted that our deduction is at least on the right path, even if
it has not been made clear enough in all of its details, then three ideas
are displayed: first, that of the supersensible in general without fur-
ther determination as the substrate of nature; second, the very same
thing as the principle of the subjective purposiveness of nature for
our cognitive faculty; third, the very same thing, as the principle of the
purposes of freedom and principle of the agreement of freedom with
those purposes in the moral sphere.

(§57, Remark II, Ak 346 (245), G 220–21, P 219–20, M 215, B 191)
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The coincidence of these three notions of the supersensible estab-
lishes a theoretical framework through which to resolve one of the
paramount questions in Kant’s philosophy, namely, how nature
and morality can be sufficiently compatible in order to realize the
highest good. We will discuss this further below. For the present, it
can be noted that we have arrived at an idea of the unknowable
that can admit both scientifically-relevant and morally-relevant
projections, and that can be conceived of as a supersensible intelli-
gence that supports both our scientific and our moral efforts. The
presence of naturally beautiful objects, regarded as the products of
such a divine intelligence, thus provides a cognitively-related yet
disinterested feeling that, in an intermediary role, dually reinforces
our rational quest to understand the world scientifically as we do
what is right.

THE SUBJECTIVITY OF THE A PRIORI PRINCIPLE OF
JUDGMENT

[[§§5588:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee iiddeeaalliissmm ooff tthhee ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss ooff nnaattuurree aass
wweellll aass aarrtt,, aass tthhee ssoollee pprriinncciippllee ooff tthhee aaeesstthheettiicc ppoowweerr ooff jjuuddgg--
mmeenntt””]] As he has done in previous sections, Kant now offers a
brief, stage-setting taxonomy in review and then continues to
develop his main point upon that taxonomic basis. He presently
states that aesthetic theories can be empiricist or rationalistic:
empiricist theories are based on sense-experience and rationalistic
theories are based on a priori principles. His refers to his own the-
ory generally as a rationalistic one, but he distinguishes his version
of a rationalistic theory from those that are built dogmatically
upon determinate concepts. Judgments of pure beauty in the latter
cases become logically provable and, as we know, Kant rejects this
analysis. His own theory of beauty recognizes an a priori concep-
tual grounding for judgments of beauty, but he identifies this con-
ceptual grounding as an indeterminate one. He has, however, been
able to use this indeterminate basis to preserve the subjective uni-
versality of the cognition-related feeling that grounds judgments
of pure beauty. In this context, the prevailing description of this
indeterminate concept is the third [C] of the six concepts of the
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supersensible mentioned above, namely, that associated with the
principle of the subjective purposiveness of nature for our cogni-
tive faculty.

Kant’s query here in §58 – the penultimate section of the
Critique of Aesthetic Judgment that constitutes the first half of the
Critique of the Power of Judgment – is whether the principle of
the objective purposiveness of nature should be construed realisti-
cally or idealistically. He asks whether we should suppose that
nature actually has determinate purposes (or, as well, indetermi-
nate aesthetic ideas) in mind such that nature’s purposiveness for
our cognitive faculty is grounded in actual purposes that constitute
the fabric of reality itself, or whether we should suppose that the
principle of the objective purposiveness of nature is only an a pri-
ori projection from the human side of things, much like the forms
of space, time, and the categories of the understanding, and that it
asserts nothing about the nature of things-in-themselves. As might
be expected, Kant opts for the latter, namely, the ideality of the
purposiveness in the beauty of nature. Some of his justifying ratio-
nale, though, is slightly out of synchronization with his key defini-
tion of purposiveness.

To recall, Kant defined purposiveness in §9 as involving the per-
ception of a spatio-temporal form whereby we cannot resist postu-
lating that some intelligence produced the form, even though we
recognize as a logical possibility that its appearance might have
arisen by accident or by purely mechanical causes. It is comparable
to encountering a regular hexagon drawn in the sand on an appar-
ently uninhabited island (§64), or to finding a piece of wood in a
bog that has a complicated, regular, geometrical shape, as if some-
one had carved it (§43). The postulation of an intelligence as the
source of the object’s design is virtually irresistible, and thinking
otherwise borders on absurdity.

To undermine the attractiveness of the realistic interpretation of
the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature, however,
Kant introduces a questionable series of examples of natural
beauty – mostly in reference to the production of crystalline
forms – where the beauty involved is clearly caused by mechanical
means, and where he says that we apprehend “not the slightest
reason to suspect” that it requires anything more than nature’s
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mechanism to produce the purposive form. Something is amiss
with the examples, though, since according to the definition of pur-
posiveness there should be some difficulty in dismissing the intel-
ligent cause so easily.

Upon further reflection, one might say instead that the beauty
of the natural forms leads one to imagine an intelligence, not
behind this or that crystalline form, but more globally behind the
natural laws that produce the crystalline forms. That the purposive
forms can be explained mechanically does not necessarily preclude
being astonished by the way merely mechanical laws could, or
should, produce such rationally-pleasing products that seem to
have been intentionally designed. Moreover, if we follow Kant’s
definition of purposiveness closely, it could be added that without
the strong suspicion of an intelligence behind the forms, one is
simply not appreciating the object’s beauty.

This slippage in the application of his definition of purposive-
ness does not do much damage to the overall argument, for after
an extensive series of examples of mechanically-produced objects
of natural beauty, Kant sets aside the examples and offers a differ-
ent, and what he believes to be a stronger, argument. He writes:

The property of nature that provides us with the occasion to perceive
the inner purposiveness in the relationship of our mental powers
when judging some of its products, and indeed such [an inner purpo-
siveness] as to be explained as necessarily and universally valid on the
basis of a supersensible ground, cannot be a purpose of nature, or be
judged by us as such: for otherwise the judgment thereby determined
would be grounded in heteronomy and would not, as is appropriate
for a judgment of taste, be grounded in autonomy and be free.

(§58, Ak 350 (253), G 224, P 224, M 220, B 196)

Kant’s point is that if we regard the principle of the objective pur-
posiveness of nature as realistic, then we would postulate determi-
nate purposes (and hence determinate concepts) as the ground for
our judgments of beauty. These purposes, moreover, since they
would reside outside of and independently of us, would render the
judgment of beauty dependent upon empirical considerations. As
he states, we would “then have to learn from nature what we have
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to find beautiful,” and this would contradict both the a priori
ground of judgments of beauty along with the idea that such judg-
ments do not rest upon determinate concepts of what the thing
judged ought to be. The postulation of natural purposes involves
asserting the presence of determinate concepts that specify what
the perfection of the objects would be, however, and this would
have the effect of reducing judgments of beauty to judgments of
perfection. This represents Kant’s stronger reason for rejecting a
realistic interpretation of the principle of the objective purposive-
ness of nature.

Kant concludes §58 with an analogy between the status of space,
time, and the categories and the status of the principle of the objec-
tive purposiveness of nature, asserting that they are on a theoreti-
cal par in an important respect. Just as the objects in space and time
do not as such represent how things are in themselves, and just as
how no implication can be drawn that things-in-themselves are
spatio-temporal, neither do beautiful objects in space and time rep-
resent how things are in themselves, and no implication can be
drawn that things-in-themselves are actually being designed for
our cognitive purposes.

Kant discusses this question in both of his introductions to the
Critique of the Power of Judgment, and throughout his reflections,
the question is always whether or not we should be postulating
determinate purposes behind nature. It seems as if, within this con-
text, the choices are to project either purposes onto the supersensi-
ble substrate of nature, or to leave it completely undetermined.

In the conception of natural beauty as the expression of aes-
thetic ideas, however, we need to project an intelligence upon the
supersensible substrate of nature that does not operate according to
purposes and definite concepts, but operates to produce indetermi-
nate concepts that serve as the stylistic principles of the purposive
forms that we apprehend as beautiful. The purposiveness of the
form leads to the unavoidable postulation of an intelligence that
underlies the form, and the nature of artistic creativity provides us
with the analogy for understanding the sort of intelligence that
underlies instances of natural beauty. So we are not asserting the
behind-the-scenes presence of actual purposes and definite con-
cepts in a realistic way. We are instead postulating – or, in other
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words, cannot avoid apprehending nature “as if” it had within it –
intelligible forces that match the workings of artistic genius.

On phenomenological grounds alone, it is difficult to decide
whether this projection is being understood realistically or idealisti-
cally. There is a subtle line between asserting the presence of an
entity as actual, as opposed to feeling compelled to postulate the
presence of an entity with the accompanying awareness that one is
only being compelled to do so for subjectively-grounded reasons. In
the latter case (and this is Kant’s view) the principle of the objective
purposiveness of nature generates a necessary illusion, not unlike
how the forms of time and space generate the necessary illusion that
what is only empirically real appears to be what is absolutely real.

BEAUTY AS A SYMBOL OF MORALITY

[[§§5599:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg bbeeaauuttyy aass tthhee ssyymmbbooll ooff mmoorraalliittyy””;; §§6600::
““AAppppeennddiixx –– CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee mmeetthhooddoollooggyy ooff ttaassttee””]] The Critique
of Aesthetic Judgment concludes with some integrative reflections
about how beautiful things symbolize moral ideas. The term “sym-
bol” is crucial in this exposition, and Kant is careful to maintain
that although the experience of pure beauty has no moral content
(the objects “signify nothing” [§4]), it remains strongly suggestive
of the essential qualities of moral reflection. Kant always keeps the
spheres of beauty and morality from merging into one another, but
he also tries to sustain a close relationship between them.

It is essential to preserve a noticeable conceptual distance
between beauty and morality within Kant’s view, for if judgments
of pure beauty necessarily have a moral content, then they would
forfeit the non-purpose-related quality that resides at their basis,
and would collapse into a species of judgments of perfection. Kant
begins the Critique of the Power of Judgment by explicitly distin-
guishing judgments of the morally good from judgments of pure
beauty in §4, and he upholds this distinction throughout his aes-
thetic theory, as can be seen presently in the conclusion to the
Critique of Aesthetic Judgment.

In the first remark accompanying §57 (in the second paragraph),
Kant stated that “a rational idea can never become a cognition [i.e.,
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it cannot become an object of empirical knowledge], because it con-
tains a concept (of the supersensible) for which no appropriate
intuition can ever be given.” Insofar as moral ideas are rational
ideas, they can never be suitably exhibited in experience and stand,
rather, as ideals of human behavior. Only an aspect of a moral idea
can be embodied in any specific spatio-temporal situation or object
that has a moral content, and insofar as we refer to the concrete
exemplification of rational moral ideas in space and time, that
exemplification remains incomplete.

Within the artistic context, we have already described one way
in which Kant conceives of the concrete, or sensory, exemplifica-
tion of moral ideas. This is in relation to the artistic genius’s pro-
duction of aesthetic ideas. He describes this in §49:

One can call such representations of the imagination ideas: on the
one hand, because they at least strive toward what lies beyond the
borders of experience, and thus seek to come close to a presentation
of rational concepts (of intellectual ideas), which gives to them the
appearance of an objective reality; on the other hand, and indeed
mainly, because no concept can be fully adequate to them as inner
intuitions. Using his imagination, the poet ventures to present as visi-
ble [sinnlich] beyond the limits of experience, the rational ideas of
invisible beings such as the realm of the blessed, the realm of hell,
eternity, creation, etc., and also those for which we find examples in
experience, e.g., death, envy, and all sorts of vices, as well as love,
fame, and similar things, with a completeness beyond any examples
to be found in nature.

(§49, Ak 314 (193–94), G 192–93, P 182–83, M 176–77, B 157–58)

In some situations, then, the artistic genius has some rational idea
in mind, and with this idea in mind accordingly produces a sensory
object whose presentation is so resonantly expansive in relation to
the rational idea’s content that it leads us to contemplate what is
supersensible in an effort to grasp more fully the idea that is being
expressed.8 Now here in §§59–60, Kant refers to yet another way
to coordinate beauty and morality. This is done in reference to
“symbols.” Kant regards the production of symbols of rational ideas
as having the same purpose as aesthetic ideas, viz., of providing an
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exemplification of the ideas in sensory experience, except that
symbolism achieves this purpose in a different way. Instead of pro-
viding a content that expands one’s imagination in the direction of
the idea, a symbol of a rational idea extracts the formal qualities of
the rational idea’s meaning and exemplifies these formal qualities
alone, in the absence of the rational idea’s content.

The process of constructing symbols for rational ideas is
straightforward and proceeds as follows. We begin with some
object or theme whose content is to be symbolized, and then attend
exclusively to the formal qualities of that theme. One could say
that in the construction of a symbol, we consider the theme disin-
terestedly and with respect to its pure beauty alone. The mode of
consciousness is related to beauty, except that it bears a closer rela-
tionship to taste and the judging of objects in terms of their beauty
than it does to the production of beautiful things, which is the con-
cern of artistic genius. After adopting this disinterested approach to
the theme and highlighting the theme’s formal qualities, we then
find some object that embodies those formal qualities and which
can thereby stand as the symbol of the original theme or object.

Kant offers the example of a monarchical state which, depend-
ing upon the sort of state it happens to be in the instance consid-
ered, can be symbolized as either an organic body animated by a
rational soul, or as a handmill that grinds people down. In the lat-
ter case, the arrangement is as follows:

1. The initial object or theme: a monarchical state
2. The principle of reflection on that object or theme: the thought

that the state is not operating well, people are not being
respected, and the social condition is oppressive

3. Second object or theme: a handmill that grinds things

The above example shows how the abstract principle that governs
a particular kind of monarchical state can be identified and isolated
for disinterested contemplation, and how an object that embodies
that principle can be used as a symbol for that state. In this way,
part of the idea’s content, and ideally its essential content consid-
ered in its formal contours, is embodied in the symbol. The symbol
is not merely a mark or sign for the idea. It actually embodies the
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idea, but it does so only partially with respect to the idea’s formal
principle. The symbol and the idea it symbolizes are different
things, but their respective meanings have the same formal princi-
ple in common.

These examples reveal how there is a mechanical and literalistic
flavor to the process of forming symbols that differs from the
genius-inspired, metaphor-related, mystifying creation of aesthetic
ideas. In a symbol, we take some theme A, find features [g, h, i, j]
peculiar to it, and then use these features to link A with B, virtu-
ally in the form of a syllogism. This is not the same as creating a
metaphor such as “the man is an oak” with “strength” as the mid-
dle term, since the meaning of even such a well-worn metaphor
has far more involved in it than the connection to strength. In con-
trast, symbolism is far less imaginatively resonant. To say that “the
state is a handmill,” although the grammatical structure suggests a
metaphor, actually tends to fix the activity of one’s imagination
rather than stimulate it.

Using this conception of a symbol, Kant maintains that “beauty
is the symbol of morality,” and identifies four principles that their
respective meanings have in common:

1. The initial object or theme: morality
2. The principle(s) of reflection on that object:

a. Morality satisfies immediately
b. Morality satisfies disinterestedly
c. Morality is based on freedom
d. Morality is established in an a priori manner and therefore

has a universal validity
3. The second object: beauty (which also has the above features)

The symbolization of morality by beauty does not dissolve the
sharp differences between them. Moral awareness may satisfy
immediately, but this satisfaction is based on the application of def-
inite rules. Moral awareness may involve a disinterested satisfac-
tion, but moral awareness also involves the interest that moral
values, actions, and conditions actually exist in the world. Moral
awareness is based on freedom, but this is the freedom of the will
rather than the free play of the imagination and understanding in
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view of cognition. Moral awareness is established in an a priori
manner, but the respective a priori principles underlying moral
awareness and the experience of pure beauty are different.

In sum, the symbolic coincidence between morality and beauty
is restricted to formal similarities, but beauty does embody these
similarities. One could say that beauty embodies morality in a way
that recognizes only the abstract form of morality. It is comparable
to how the pure beauty of an object concerns only the object’s pur-
posive form, and does not consider what the purpose of object hap-
pens to be. The content of the object drops out of view. In the
assertion that beauty is the symbol of morality, Kant is noticing
that the basic, philosophically-formal features of pure beauty
match the basic, philosophically-formal features of morality. No
features of the object of beauty (e.g., its purposive form) are men-
tioned at all, as a matter of fact. The symbolic relationship between
beauty and morality concerns parallels in the qualities of the
respective kinds of judgment involved or in the subjective qualities
of moral vs. reflective aesthetic awareness of beauty. In saying that
beauty is the symbol of morality, Kant also seems to be suggesting
that only beauty embodies such parallels and that it is conse-
quently a unique symbol for morality at this level of generality.

With respect to the structural parallels between judgments of
pure beauty and moral judgments, one parallel in particular is cen-
tral. This is how a judgment of pure beauty is grounded in a satis-
faction that radiates from the internal operations of the mind itself.
As we know, Kant maintains that the satisfaction in pure beauty is
not a sensory satisfaction, and in this respect one could say that in
reference to the objects of such a pure satisfaction, the power of
judgment “gives the law to itself.” This is analogous to the dynam-
ics of moral judgment, where the moral law also stems exclusively
from within oneself. The difference is that the moral law, along
with moral feeling, issues from our reason, whereas the feeling of
beauty radiates from the operations of our cognitive faculties.

Since the universal validity of judgments of pure beauty
depends upon the operations of the cognitive faculties that are
assumed to be the same in all people, and since the analogy to the
morally good would itself not be possible, if such a universal valid-
ity were absent, it could be said – as Kant does – that only insofar
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as beauty is a symbol of the morally good does it make sense to
expect others to agree with one’s judgments of pure beauty. The
universal validity of judgments of pure beauty does not directly
depend upon the analogy to the morally good, but if it were impos-
sible to draw such an analogy, it would imply that judgments of
pure beauty did not have the quality of universal validity.

Within the present context, a distinction between symbolism
and aesthetic ideas is useful, for the way in which symbolism oper-
ates to display moral ideas differs from how aesthetic ideas achieve
the same end. In symbolism, we have a literalistic reiteration in the
symbol, the very same formal principles that are present in that
which the symbol symbolizes, and not much more. The formal
principles remain invariant and congruent in both. In contrast, an
aesthetic idea need not embody the same formal principles as
morality in its imaginative role of expressing this or that particular
moral idea. As an expression of beauty itself, an aesthetic idea’s
purposive form would potentially generate in a perceiver the feel-
ing of disinterested satisfaction, and so on, but the way it expresses
the moral idea depends upon how it stimulates the expansion of
the imagination.

Symbols of morality – considered in their capacity as symbols –
do not expand the imagination in the direction of totalities and rea-
son. Rather, they literalistically embody features shared by moral-
ity and beauty that arise from the philosophic analysis of them
both. The claim that “beauty is the symbol of morality” and the
claim that “beauty is the expression of aesthetic ideas” could lead
one to conclude that aesthetic ideas symbolize morality and there-
fore operate symbolically in their artistic role of expressing moral
ideas. This cannot be the case, since symbols do not operate by
expanding one’s imagination through an inexhaustibility of sug-
gestions due mainly to the presence of metaphor. Unlike the case of
metaphor, there is little mystery about how symbols have their
effect, since they lack an excess of meaning that expands incompre-
hensibly upon what they symbolize.

There is a philosophical advantage to developing a relationship
between morality and beauty in reference to symbolism, however,
as opposed to invoking the terminology and processes associated
with of aesthetic ideas and artistic genius. This is because symbolism
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is a more manageable, determinate, logically-amenable, and philo-
sophically-effective concept from the standpoint of literalistic, sys-
tematic philosophy. At the end of the Critique of Aesthetic
Judgment, Kant draws his discussion to a close by highlighting
how beauty serves as an intermediary between morality and
nature. This reveals his interest in illustrating how the theory of
beauty can help explain how moral dictates have a reasonable
chance of being instantiated in a physical world that, from the
standpoint of theoretical reason, seems to run blindly according to
the pure mechanism of natural laws.

CROSSING THE “INCALCULABLE GULF” BETWEEN
NATURE AND MORALITY

In the introduction to the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant
refers to an unsurveyable chasm (unübersehbare Kluft, §II) and great
chasm (große Kluft, §IX) between the supersensible domain of the
concept of freedom and the phenomenal domain of the concept of
nature. One of the third Critique‘s main concerns is to cross this
fundamental and intimidating gap. Kant’s account of how beauty is
the symbol of morality takes a large step in this direction, since the
core account of the satisfaction that grounds judgments of pure
beauty is given in reference to the harmony of the cognitive faculties,
which directly concerns not morality but our empirical knowledge
of nature. So with the assertion that beauty is the symbol of moral-
ity, Kant solidifies the relationship between beauty and reason (i.e.,
morality), having already established it between beauty and the
understanding (i.e., nature). This explicitly locates beauty at a logi-
cally intermediary position between morality and nature. Speaking
more generally, it locates the concept of beauty as the intermediary
between the concepts of moral goodness and empirical truth,
expressive of the classical goodness–beauty–truth triad.

When we apprehend a beautiful object in an ideal way, we expe-
rience an immediate satisfaction that involves disinterestedness,
freedom, and universality. The aesthetic idea expands our imagina-
tion and we are directed towards what is supersensible, much in the
way the imagination expands in the experience of the sublime and
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draws our attention to our supersensible moral nature. In conjunc-
tion with this, the qualities of immediacy, disinterestedness, free-
dom, and universality serve as the basis for a transition to moral
awareness insofar as the experience of beauty shares formally the
same qualities with moral awareness. In at least two ways at once,9

then, our attention is directed towards morality in the experience of
beauty. Making such symbolic and aesthetic-ideas-related connec-
tions between beauty and morality is not necessary, but the coinci-
dence between beauty and morality in their various formal qualities
goes some distance in support of the cultivation of moral awareness.

In terms of the broader theory, Kant integrates nature, beauty,
and morality in an attempt to cross the gulf between nature and
morality in the following excerpt from the Introduction. It echoes
the excerpt from §57 quoted above, here reiterated in the second of
the following passages:

The understanding gives a proof through the possibility of its a priori
laws for nature, that nature is knowable by us only as appearance, and
hence it provides an indication of its supersensible substrate, but
leaves it completely undetermined [unbestimmt]. The power of judg-
ment, through its a priori principle of judging nature through possible
particular laws for it, gives the supersensible substrate (in us as well
as outside us) determinability [Bestimmbarkeit] through the intellec-
tual faculty. Reason, however, through its a priori practical law gives
determination [Bestimmung] to the same substrate. Therefore the
power of judgment makes possible the transition from the realm of
the concept of nature to that of the concept of freedom.

(Introduction, IX, Ak 196 (LVI), G 82, P 37, M 38, B 33)10

If it is granted that our deduction is at least on the right path, even if
it has not been made clear enough in all of its details, then three ideas
are displayed: first, that of the supersensible in general without fur-
ther determination as the substrate of nature; second, the very same
thing as the principle of the subjective purposiveness of nature for
our cognitive faculty; third, the very same thing, as the principle of the
purposes of freedom and principle of the agreement of freedom with
those purposes in the moral sphere.

(§57, Remark II, Ak 346 (245), G 220–21, P 219–20, M 215, B 191)
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Kant’s logical systematization of nature, beauty, and morality is
done in reference to the introduction and gradual specification of
the idea of a supersensible substrate. The Critique of Pure Reason
argues that we can only know objects as they appear to us in
space and time and in accord with a priori laws of cognition, not
as these objects are in themselves independently of our humanly-
interpreting presence. The upshot of this is to distinguish
between the unknowable supersensible substrate of nature and
the spatio-temporal appearance of this substrate in its relation-
ship with us.

In the theory of judgment, Kant argues that we need to suppose
a priori, that in its empirical laws, nature operates favorably
towards our efforts to comprehend nature, since it is possible that
despite the regulations of time, space, and the categories of the
understanding, nature’s empirical laws could be so diverse and con-
fusing that coherent experience would hardly be possible. So as a
condition for successfully making judgments about nature and its
processes, we need to assume that nature operates favorably with
respect to our cognitive effort to comprehend individuals in terms
of general concepts.

Another way to phrase this is to say that a condition for cogni-
tion in general and its perfection in the optimal subjective attune-
ment of the understanding and imagination is the supposition that,
objectively, there is an intelligence underlying nature that allows
for the optimal attunement of the cognitive faculties to be effective
in the production of empirical knowledge. This supposition is the
principle of the objective purposiveness of nature:

Now this principle can be no other than: that, since universal natural
laws have their ground in our understanding, which prescribes them
to nature (although only according to the universal concept of it as
nature), so the particular empirical laws, in reference to that which in
them is left indeterminate by the universal natural laws, must be con-
sidered in terms of the sort of unity they would have if an understand-
ing (although not ours) had given them for the sake of our cognitive
faculty, to make a system of experience in accordance with particular
laws of nature possible.

(Introduction, IV, Ak 180 (XXVII), G 67, P 19, M 19, B 16)
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. . . the principle of the power of judgment in reference to the form of
things in nature under empirical laws in general is the purposiveness
of nature in its manifoldness, i.e., nature is represented through this
concept, as if an understanding contained the ground of the unity of
the manifold of its empirical laws.

(Introduction, IV, Ak 180–81 (XXVIII), G 68, P 20, M 19–20, B 17)

The principle of the objective purposiveness of nature states that
we must assume a priori that nature in its empirical regularities
operates as if it were designed by an intelligence that has our cog-
nitive interests positively in mind. We need not assume the actual
presence of such an intelligence; we need only assume that nature
operates as if there were such a being. This lends to nature a
“determinability” or susceptibility to being intellectually deter-
mined on account of a rationally postulated intelligence that needs
to be thought of behind nature as a condition for complete scien-
tific comprehension. It is the principle of the objective purposive-
ness of nature, not beauty per se, that introduces the notion of
purposiveness that shows itself in the beautiful forms of things.
The a priori principle of the power of judgment itself and its sub-
jective projection of a supersensible intelligence, then, is what syl-
logistically mediates the chasm between morality and nature.

Kant’s moral theory, as a theory derived from the concept of law
itself in its application to human activity, contains formulations of
determinate rules for human behavior that derive from reason
alone. So the intellectual determinability of nature, or potentiality
to be specified in terms of moral concepts, is rendered possible by
assuming the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature.
This is to say that for scientific purposes, since we cannot avoid
regarding nature as if it were governed by an intelligence, it is con-
sistent for us to project a specific intellectual and moral content on
the substrate of nature, as speculative as this projection might be.
Upon doing so, though, and with the realization that the moral and
intellectual contents that we are projecting are more directly
expressive of the substrate of humanity that resides within our-
selves, it becomes clear that the projection of moral contents onto
the substrate of nature amounts to an effort to humanize the uni-
verse as a whole and to render it more friendly to our moral dictates.
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The final remarks in the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment accord-
ingly have a moral and political import, and in light of them we
can observe how Kant’s example of the monarchy that can be
either humanistic or dehumanizing was not arbitrarily chosen. He
states in the concluding paragraph that “taste is fundamentally [im
Grunde] a capacity for judging the sensible presentation of moral
ideas (by means of a certain analogy of the reflection on both)” and
suggests that our experiences of beauty have a higher purpose than
confirming that nature is amenable to scientific judgment, as use-
ful as the latter might be. Since beauty only symbolizes and does
not embody moral content, and since artistic expression can be
used for trivial purposes, the development of moral consciousness
neither logically follows from, nor is it necessitated by, the devel-
opment of taste.

Kant’s final statement is complicated in its meaning, for he states
that since taste is fundamentally a capacity for judging how moral
ideas are exhibited in sense experience, the development of taste
itself depends upon the development of moral ideas and the cultiva-
tion of moral feeling. That is, he believes that if we had an undevel-
oped moral awareness, then this would hinder our appreciation of
the world’s natural beauty. This reflection makes it unclear whether
the appreciation of beauty helps foster a stronger moral awareness,
or whether moral awareness helps foster the appreciation of beauty.

It is easy to see how both are true, and also how this relation-
ship between beauty and morality is a central theme in the
Critique of Aesthetic Judgment. In §42, Kant asserted more specifi-
cally that taking an immediate interest in natural beauty is the
mark of a morally good soul, and that this interest indicates a
frame of mind supportive of moral feeling. The suggestion in §42
is that moral awareness fosters the appreciation of beauty, rather
than the other way around. At the same time, though, the progres-
sion from science, to beauty, to morality suggests an ascending
path from the realm of mechanical determination to the realm of
intellectual self-determination via the intermediary of beauty. In
this respect, beauty can lift us out of the field of sensory gratifica-
tion to appreciate the purely intelligible moral realm.

Despite these reciprocities, Kant states several times in this final
section that the propaedeutic, or preparatory conditions, for beauti-
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ful art with regard to art’s highest level of achievement is the feel-
ing of community and sociality that expresses the perception of
oneself as a human being in general. With this in mind, he adds
that in the effort to develop a good society, it is necessary to exer-
cise one’s taste in adjudicating between the demands of the rich
versus the poor, the educated versus the uneducated, and the jaded
versus those of plain sensibilities.

There is no mechanical way to make these adjudications and
Kant believes that the development of taste can, in forging better
judges, therefore help forge a better society. Knowing where one is
morally aiming, however, is the preliminary and unconditional
step, and for this reason it seems as if Kant’s stronger disposition is
to start with morality, and then use beauty as a way to bring the
domain of rational ideas down to earth, as opposed to conceiving of
beauty mainly as an aesthetic educator for those who are sub-
merged in the realm of sensory gratification, although it can
undoubtedly serve this purpose well.

BEAUTY AS A SYMBOL OF SCIENTIFIC COMPLETENESS

Given the emphasis upon morality in its relationship to beauty
that we encounter in the second half of the Critique of Aesthetic
Judgment, one can quickly lose sight of how the disinterested satis-
faction that grounds judgments of beauty is characterized in refer-
ence to the harmony of the cognitive faculties of imagination and
understanding. Cognition is paradigmatically about the attainment
of literalistic and scientific knowledge. Its purpose is to know
empirically about nature and its mechanisms.

Admittedly, here in §59, Kant widens the scope of the term
“cognition” to include a “symbolic cognition” that allows him to
refer to a cognition of morality through beauty, but it is also clear
that such a cognition does not provide empirical knowledge. Kant is
clear in his writings that he believes that the existence of God can-
not be proven, and he states accordingly that “all of our cognition
of God is merely symbolic.”

One can say confidently that the harmony of the cognitive fac-
ulties is prima facie about the conditions directly necessary for the
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acquisition of empirical knowledge. The immediate purpose of the
power of judgment is to subsume individuals under general con-
cepts, and empirical knowledge requires that we successfully do
this. Such knowledge does not arise when we have, for example,
aesthetic ideas (which are intuitions) for which no determinate
concepts are adequate, or when we have rational ideas for which no
finite set of intuitions is adequate.

This indicates that the satisfaction in an object’s pure beauty is
directly related to the scientific enterprise and indirectly related to
morality. Since nature need not be well integrated in the array of
empirical natural laws that prescribe its mechanical relationships,
the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature refers to our
need to operate as if a governing intelligence behind the scenes
were directing nature in an economic and comprehensible manner.
Whether the governing intelligence is also a moral intelligence is a
further matter. Beauty regarded as the expression of aesthetic ideas
or as the presence of systematically-organized form does support
this hypothesis, though.

Kant invokes common sayings in his antinomy of taste, and he
does the same in reference to the principle of the objective purpo-
siveness of nature. In particular, he mentions sayings that express
the principles of parsimony, continuity, and simplicity, e.g., “nature
takes the shortest way” and “nature makes no leaps,” and “nature’s
principles are ultimately simple.” The a priori principle of judg-
ment – the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature for
our cognition – is mainly about how we need to conceive of nature
for scientific comprehension to be possible.

The purposiveness of an object’s abstract design that we appre-
hend when we appreciate the object’s beauty, then, suggests to us
primarily a scientific designer behind nature, whose understanding
has prescribed the empirical laws of nature. So the intelligibility of
the beautiful forms that we apprehend directly suggests that
nature is amenable to our effort to comprehend things fully in sci-
entific terms. The presence of beauty aesthetically confirms that
our scientific efforts are not fruitless.

It would follow, then, that the more intense an object’s pure
beauty happens to be, the more it would reinforce the idea that a
scientific system is achievable. One could say that the beautiful
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natural objects are symbols of the scientific ideal and reflect the
perfection of empirical cognitions. The abstract forms of a beautiful
snowflake or a beautiful tulip, for example, symbolize how scien-
tific theories are integrated in their parts and how these parts con-
stitute an organic whole. The abstract forms also stand as items
that stimulate a perfect attunement between our understanding
and imagination. In these respects, just as one can say that beauty
is the symbol of morality in Kant’s specific sense of “symbol,” one
can say that beauty is the symbol of the scientific ideal.

This once again locates beauty at the interface between morality
and science, like the intermediary link in a syllogism. Morality is
linked with beauty symbolically in terms of their shared immedi-
acy, universality, disinterestedness, and freedom, and beauty is
linked symbolically with the scientific ideal in terms of its formal
intelligibility, systematicity, and organic unity. The beautiful
object’s purposiveness of form points in both directions and associ-
ates morality and nature thereby.

Kant does not explicitly develop this further interconnection
between science, beauty, and morality, but it is implicit in his final
remarks about taste as a means to cultivate a good society. The sys-
tematicity of a beautiful object’s purposive form directly stands as
a symbol for the scientific ideal, but it remains that this system-
aticity can still be taken to express not simply the actions of a
hypothetical intelligence that economizes the empirical laws of
nature. The purposive form can also be taken to express lawful
governance in general, and in this regard, an item such as a
snowflake or tulip can be taken in reference to the form alone, as a
symbol for the organization one would hope for in a good society,
where people operate rationally and with mutual respect for one
another. In the bare notion of systematicity that the beautiful
object’s form exemplifies, we can think of either the system of
moral laws, or the system of natural laws, or as Kant phrased it in
the first lines to the conclusion of the Critique of Practical Reason,
the starry skies above me and the moral law within me.
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NATURAL PURPOSES (§§61–68)

The second half of The Critique of the Power of Judgment provides
an analysis of teleological judgments, i.e., judgments that ascribe
purposes to things. The subject-matter of this half is accordingly
referred to as “teleology,” and Kant divides it into three broad seg-
ments which we will also follow in organizing the present exposi-
tion:

(1) The “analytic” of the teleological power of judgment, which
concerns biological entities and, more specifically and funda-
mentally, the intrinsic purposes that they appear to embody.

(2) The “dialectic” of the teleological power of judgment, which
addresses the question of whether the tension between
mechanical causality and teleological causality (i.e., causality in
reference to prior plans or purposes) is irresolvably contradic-
tory.

(3) A modest-sounding “appendix” that concludes the third
Critique with a topic vital to integrating Kant’s philosophy as a
whole, namely, the moral argument for God’s existence.

5
LIVING ORGANISMS, GOD, AND
INTELLIGENT DESIGN (§§61–91)



The initial, definition-centered, analytic section concerning teleo-
logical judgment develops the core notion of a “natural purpose”
(Naturzweck) – an idea Kant believes is exemplified in the physical
world by living things. This concept of a natural purpose consti-
tutes the thematic basis for the whole of the Critique of
Teleological Judgment. The second section on the dialectic of teleo-
logical judgment examines an antinomy that teleological judgment
appears to produce, and asks how one can compatibly understand
that, given our mental constitution, we need to assume a priori
that everything in nature is thoroughly understandable in
mechanical terms, even though in experience we also observe liv-
ing things that appear to defy mechanical analysis. Kant’s resolu-
tion of this tension will reside in distinguishing different ways that
the world appears to us relative to the different mental faculties we
have. For the faculty of understanding, all material things admit of
a mechanical analysis; for the faculty of judgment, some admit of a
teleological analysis.

As an upshot of resolving the above antinomy of teleological
judgment, Kant asks from the standpoint of the faculty of judg-
ment whether nature as a whole has an ultimate purpose. This
grand theme arises through reflections upon our moral interests,
and Kant is concerned within the context of his discussion of natu-
ral purposes, whether nature as a whole is receptive and supportive
of our moral obligation to act in accord with what duty requires. If
nature is to be conceived of as being supportive of our moral inter-
ests, then nature itself would have a moral purpose. This introduces
the question of how such a moral purpose of nature could be possi-
ble, and Kant answers this by referring to a morally-constituted
God. The Critique of the Power of Judgment concludes on this the-
ological note with some important reflections on the strength of
the moral proof for God’s existence.

Let us then begin articulating the above series of themes by
considering Kant’s initial discussion of natural purposes, upon
which he focusses this second half of the third Critique. Obtaining
a clear conception of a natural purpose is essential for understand-
ing the third Critique as a whole, for this conception illuminates
how both natural beauty and living things stand similarly for Kant
as empirical indicators of God’s existence. Since they are merely
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empirical indicators, natural beauty and living things are limited in
their evidential role, however, and they can do nothing more than
confirm what reflection on morality independently leads us to pos-
tulate on stronger, unconditional grounds.

[[§§6611:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee oobbjjeeccttiivvee ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss ooff nnaattuurree””]] To
provide a transition from the first to the second halves of the third
Critique, viz., from the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment to the
Critique of Teleological Judgment, Kant begins by excellently sum-
marizing the subjective status of the principle of the objective pur-
posiveness of nature in reference to the experience of beauty. To
recall, a judgment of pure beauty does not attribute any purpose to
a beautiful object, but only reflects upon the beautiful object’s
form in view of its compelling suitability to be understood in refer-
ence to some purpose. The object’s beauty is centered around this
suitability per se, and is not about any purpose that the object
might have. In contrast, a teleological judgment more determi-
nately ascribes a purpose to an object, as would be the case when
we say that a tree’s roots have the purpose of absorbing nourish-
ment from the soil, or when we say that a human body has the
purpose of bringing moral content into the world.

In the following excerpt, Kant situates beautiful natural objects
within the wider context of our examination of nature in the
search for empirical laws, and the excerpt shows how the presence
of beautiful natural objects suggests that our scientific quest is well
received by nature itself, insofar as the presence of such objects
leads us to imagine an intelligence that governs nature:

According to transcendental principles, one has good reason to
assume a subjective purposiveness of nature in its particular laws
with respect to their comprehensibility by the human power of judg-
ment, along with the possibility of the connection of particular experi-
ences in a system; where among its many products, we can expect
that some to be possible which – just as if they were put especially
before our power of judgment – contain a form specifically appropri-
ate for it, which through their manifoldness and unity . . . serve to
support and strengthen our mental powers, and which are given the
name beautiful forms.

(§61, Ak 359 (267), G 233, P 235, M 3 [Pt II], B 205)

living organisms, god, and intelligent design186



Beautiful natural forms fit well with the design of our faculty of
judgment, and present themselves as tantalizing suggestions that a
non-human intelligence intentionally informs nature’s mechanical
workings. Although in our scientific endeavors we cannot but
assume the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature and
regard nature as if it were intelligently-directed, the presence of
beautiful forms reinforces this science-governing assumption that
nature is intelligently directed. The more beautiful nature happens
to be, the more the supposition of an underlying intelligence is
confirmed, even though if nature were maximally beautiful, this
would not prove the existence of a designer. That beautiful forms
exist at all, though, is a major point in our scientific favor and a
significant point in relation to religious interests. Beautiful forms
themselves do not provide scientific knowledge, but their rational-
ity of form is exactly the sort of thing we are generally looking for
when trying to formulate empirical laws in scientific inquiry.

In connection with our experience of beauty, the projection that
a non-human intelligence underlies nature is grounded in our
rational interest in increasing as far as we can, our empirical knowl-
edge of how nature operates. The principle of the objective purpo-
siveness of nature that supports these projections is simply an
assumption we need to make about nature’s relationship to us,
namely, that nature is in itself supportive of our scientific efforts. For
all we know, empirical nature might not follow suit with human
intellectual needs, even though we rationally need to assume that
it will.

When reflecting upon nature in a more directly scientific fash-
ion, independently of the aesthetic support beautiful objects pro-
vide, one could, for instance, consider the interrelationships of
means to ends that the things in nature bear to each other, inde-
pendently of our own interests. Such would be the standpoint of
the biologist, for instance, who, although perhaps impressed by a
swan’s beauty, would also marvel at the construction of the swan’s
neck, bones, and feathers in its effective relationship to its environ-
ment.

Mechanical relationships are certainly contained in such reflec-
tions, but there is an overriding and integrative apprehension of
the respective purposes of each biological part, and these latter
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considerations involve teleological judgments. It is only a short
step from initially projecting purposes onto biological organisms
relative to our own cognitive interests, to suspecting that these
projected purposes are intrinsic to the biological organisms them-
selves. Upon suspecting that the purposes are indeed intrinsic to
the organisms, a question that poses itself is how these purposes
objectively came to be there. One hypothesis – coincident with the
principle of the objective purposiveness of nature – is that some
non-human intelligence is responsible for locating them there. As
we shall see, Kant advocates this view after sequentially eliminat-
ing every other competing explanation.

When hypothesizing that such highly organized and effectively-
engineered biological structures are unlikely to have arisen by acci-
dent, and upon taking the giant step of projecting behind nature
the presence of an intelligence responsible for the biological designs,
the biologist would then be thinking in terms of what Kant refers
to generally as nature’s objective purposiveness, as opposed to a
more human-relative subjective purposiveness that underlies the
purposes we project from our cognitive interests alone.

The Critique of Teleological Judgment explores this idea of
objective purposiveness and it reflects upon how things in nature
serve each other, how they are internally constructed, and how, in
this latter respect, their presence leads us to consider them as hav-
ing been, either directly or remotely, intelligently caused rather
than mechanically caused. As noted above, this second half of the
third Critique incorporates teleological considerations into the
wider and more basic Kantian theme of how moral behavior is
realizable in the mechanical natural world, particularly in reference
to what we need to assume about nature and the intelligence sup-
posedly underlying it, to render possible the best realization of an
ideal moral world. One of the systematic purposes of the third
Critique is to situate beauty and living organisms within the larger
context of articulating the philosophical conditions for realizing
the highest good, and Kant formulates his discussions of aesthetic
judgment and teleological judgment with this supreme moral end
in mind.

Kant presents his analysis of teleological judgment in highly
technical and abstract terms, but we nonetheless remain in familiar
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territory, since, just as everyone has experienced beautiful things,
everyone has had at one time or another wondered about the ulti-
mate origins of living organisms, and hence of our own living bod-
ies, in view of their amazing structure and interrelationships. Such
reflections motivate, for example, the teleological argument for
God’s existence (i.e., the argument from design) which forms an
undercurrent to, and motivation for, Kant’s discussions in this sec-
ond half of the book.

It is a common experience to reflect that living organisms defy
mechanical explanation, or to marvel at how the planets and galax-
ies are so well attuned to each other in their movements, and be
tempted to conclude – even if one resists the conclusion after some
further philosophical inquiry – that behind nature a non-human
intelligence is responsible for how the empirical details of nature
are organized. We seem not to be thinking mainly of our own pro-
jections and conceptual creations in such reflections, but find our-
selves attending to nature’s empirical workings independently of
how we must conceive of nature generically according to the forms
of space and time, and independently of our interests in construct-
ing scientific theories, even though an underlying intelligibility
that governs nature would serve the latter purpose well. Our
reflections are directed upon nature as it is according to its own
empirical and contingent workings, and upon how these appear to
exhibit an intelligence whose power goes far beyond what we con-
tribute to the situation with our human presence.

[[§§6622:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee oobbjjeeccttiivvee ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss wwhhiicchh iiss mmeerreellyy
ffoorrmmaall,, iinn ccoonnttrraasstt ttoo tthhaatt wwhhiicchh iiss mmaatteerriiaall””]] In his inquiry into
the structure of natural purposes and of the things in nature that
exemplify them, Kant begins by distinguishing between various
sorts of means – ends relationships that we can observe in both
nature and ourselves. His hope is to identify a species of means –
ends relationships whose teleological contents are not easily
explainable in reference merely to our own internal constitution
and conceptual projections. The resulting taxonomy, which we will
develop below, is as follows:

I. Subjective Purposiveness
(which was considered in the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment)
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II. Objective Purposiveness
(which is now being considered in the Critique of Teleological
Judgment)

A. Formal Objective Purposiveness
(which derives from space and time within us)

B. Material Objective Purposiveness
(which is observable in empirical nature outside of us)
1. Relative, or External, Material Objective Purposiveness

a. Accidental means–ends relationships among natu-
ral objects (e.g., how rivers help plant growth)

b. Human designs (e.g., works of art)
2. Absolute, or Inner, Material Objective Purposiveness

a. Natural purposes (e.g., living organisms as natural
purposes)

The last type of purposiveness in the above outline (viz., inner
material objective purposiveness) that characterizes natural pur-
poses and the living things that exemplify them is the type of pur-
posiveness towards which Kant’s investigation gravitates, and its
analysis leads Kant to postulate a non-human intelligence behind
nature. As mentioned, his wider interest is in understanding the
conditions for postulating a non-human, supersensible intelligence
in connection with realizing moral purposes in the world, and
among the several types of objective purposiveness, he maintains
through a process of elimination, that only natural purposes indi-
cate the presence of this non-human intelligence, which he eventu-
ally equates with God (conceived of as a being that is all-knowing,
all-powerful, and all-good).

Formal Objective Purposiveness

To develop the above taxonomy and to arrive at the key idea of a
natural purpose, Kant first considers the many mathematical pur-
poses to which geometrical figures can be put. He incidentally
believes that a recognition of these purposes illuminates the com-
monly-held view that certain well-composed geometrical figures
such as circles are beautiful. Kant traces the admiration for such
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figures to a source other than beauty, however, suggesting that we
tend to call circles and other such figures beautiful, owing to a
pragmatic appreciation of their utility. These figures can be used
effectively in many circumstances to solve problems of both a
purely conceptual (e.g., in mathematics) and empirical (e.g., in
engineering) sort, and he argues that this suitability to be used for
all kinds of purposes is the main source of their attractiveness. For
Kant, this expresses the concept of perfection in a practical sense,
and it has nothing directly to do with the figures’ pure beauty,
which is independent of the concept of perfection.

Independently of noting how there is an attractiveness to geo-
metrical figures that is explainable in terms that are independent
of whatever pure beauty they might have, Kant’s larger purpose in
accounting for this attractiveness is to initiate his taxonomy of
types of objective purposiveness. The first of these types is the for-
mal objective purposiveness that he defines here in reference to the
usefulness of geometric forms. This formal purposiveness will con-
trast generally with several varieties of material objective purpo-
siveness. The sense of the term “form” in this geometrical context
is multiple.

Formal objective purposiveness refers to a quality of geometri-
cal forms in reference to their possible uses. Most importantly,
however, these forms are themselves specifications of the a priori
form of space. Moreover, formal purposiveness is not related
merely to geometrical forms on an individual, case-by-case, basis,
but concerns more generally and immediately the a priori form of
space, its subjective status in Kant’s theory of knowledge, and the
implications that can be drawn from this status. One of the impli-
cations of recognizing the subjectivity of space is that the appre-
hension of a geometrical figure’s formal purposiveness does not
strongly compel us to postulate purposes that reside outside of
ourselves in, or as, the substrate of nature. This is because as far as
we can know (according to Kant), space is not a quality of things in
themselves, but is a feature of our own minds. Consequently, the
formal purposiveness of geometrical figures mainly concerns our-
selves and our mental constitution.

Kant is intellectually impressed by the fact that geometrical fig-
ures such as circles, quite apart from their conceptual definition,
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present themselves as straightforward, simple, visual solutions to
an array of complicated mathematical problems that would other-
wise seem intractable. The same is true for other figures such as
the ellipse and the parabola. That these figures represent solutions
to such complicated problems is startling and it leads one to specu-
late why this is so. Now there is no obvious answer to this, and
Kant believes that the mystery stimulates our admiration of such
figures and our consequent references to them as beautiful
(although, as we know, given his aesthetic theory, this amounts to
a misuse of the term “beautiful”). His key point is that the mys-
tery of these figures’ suitability (or purposiveness) to resolve com-
plex problems invokes thoughts of an unfathomable integration
within the complexity of spatial and mathematical relationships
within ourselves. It does not immediately direct us outward to
reflect upon what underlies nature.

Kant supplements his account of why we value basic geometri-
cal figures with some reflections on Plato’s admiration for geomet-
rical and mathematical forms. He believes that Plato was impressed
by circles and numbers on account of their dual quality of being
purely conceptual entities, while yet having the practical capacity
to reveal the world’s empirical structure. According to Kant, this
dual quality suggested to Plato that geometrical and mathematical
forms are embedded in the fabric of things independently of us,
and that we can also apprehend them more purely in their time-
less, mind-independent reality by means of pure contemplation.

To temper and restrain this Platonic metaphysical vision about
how things are in themselves, Kant recalls his own account of the
synthetic a priori nature of space and time which concludes that
space (and hence geometry) and time (and hence mathematics) are
only forms within ourselves. This is exactly why their complicated
configurations are knowable independently of all experience. On
Kant’s view, space and time have the crucial role of informing our
experience with their geometrical and mathematical structures
while at the same time lending a publicity and intersubjective
agreement to our experience.

The apprehension of this publicity and empirical reality that
comes along with the forms of space and time generates the mis-
taken belief that the purposiveness of figures such as the circle
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arises from outside of ourselves in whatever lies behind nature
itself. If Kant’s arguments are sound, then the circles and their geo-
metrical relationships derive exclusively from within ourselves, so
the mysterious attractiveness of the circle’s capacity to resolve
complex geometrical problems resides within ourselves as well.

Kant consequently looks elsewhere for a kind of objective pur-
posiveness that can genuinely ground a supposition that a non-
human intelligence with determinate purposes resides behind
nature. As a result of his analysis of geometrical figures’ attractive
utility, we now have before us a distinction between formal objec-
tive purposiveness – an objective purposiveness associated with
geometrical figures that, upon analysis, does not lead us to postu-
late an intelligent force in the substrate of nature – and a contrast-
ing sort of objective purposiveness, namely, material objective
purposiveness, whose qualities Kant now explores. He will define
these latter qualities not in reference to synthetic a priori forms
that reside squarely within the human being, but in reference to
empirical objects and situations such as plants and animals, along
with their environmental interrelationships.

Material Objective Purposiveness: External and Internal

[[§§6633:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee rreellaattiivvee ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss ooff nnaattuurree iinn ccoonnttrraasstt
ttoo tthhee iinnnneerr ((ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss ooff nnaattuurree))””]] Since the usefulness of
abstract geometrical forms to resolve mathematical problems is in
principle explainable in reference to the properties of space and
time themselves, and does not require judgments that indicate an
intelligence underlying nature, Kant accordingly directs his atten-
tion to the physical world itself and considers whether purposive
interrelationships among natural things indicate a supersensible
intelligence. He begins with a general characterization of material
objective purposiveness, as opposed to the formal objective purpo-
siveness that we have seen in geometrical forms. A judgment of
material objective purposiveness arises when we perceive some
natural object or situation and maintain that it could not be possi-
ble unless one of its necessary conditions is itself intellectual. This
recalls Kant’s definition of “purpose” in §10:
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Thus where not merely the cognition of an object but the object itself
(the form or existence of the object) as an effect is thought of as pos-
sible only through [nur als durch] a concept of the object, there one
thinks of a purpose.

(§10, Ak 220 (32), G 105, P 65, M 61, B 55)

In the present context, Kant initially applies this conception of pur-
pose to how material objects display means–ends relationships
among themselves, and asks how we are to judge situations where,
for example, a river deposits sand that leads to the growth of a pine
tree forest on its delta. Judging the situation in a teleological fash-
ion supposes that the river deposited the sand for the sake of the
pine trees (i.e., with the pine trees in mind). Kant observes that this
supposition generates a regress where purposes begin to fan out
antecedently in all directions, and where it becomes necessary to
maintain that, for example, the rain fell for the sake of the river,
the mountains were present for the sake of the rain, the geological
dynamics beneath the earth’s surface were there for the sake of the
mountain, ad infinitum.

None of these innumerable purposes seem to be objectively pre-
sent and interconnected in the fabric of things, however, since they
are not necessarily connected with each other. It is easy to imagine
the river existing without the pine trees having appeared, and so
the river’s existence cannot be for the sake of the pine trees. Such
means–ends relationships can consequently be characterized as
only “relative” purposes, for they have simply to do with one thing
being accidentally or conditionally advantageous for another thing,
as opposed to one thing existing intentionally for the sake of
another thing. This indicates to Kant that material objective purpo-
siveness of merely a relative sort does not justify the assertion of a
teleological judgment that compels us to postulate a supersensible
intelligence that underlies nature.

[[§§6644:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ddiissttiinnccttiivvee cchhaarraacctteerr ooff tthhiinnggss aass nnaattuurraall
ppuurrppoosseess””]] To arrive at a type of material objective purposiveness
that would require an intelligence underlying nature to explain a
given object’s presence, Kant asks what structure a physical object
would need to have, if that object were to compel a teleological
judgment concerning its origin. This question introduces the char-
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acterization of structures that cannot be explained solely in refer-
ence to mechanical natural laws.

In effect, Kant is searching for evidence of an alternative kind of
causality in nature that is compatible with, but is not obviously
reducible to, mechanical causality. To do this, he first aims to
become clear about how this different kind of causality would be
theoretically structured, and second, what the observable structure
of material objects that exemplified this structure would look like.
He accordingly develops an ideal conception of what he refers to as
a natural end or natural purpose (Naturzweck) and then looks for
its instantiations in material objects. I will describe this theoretical
structure in a moment.

Kant observes incidentally that living things exemplify this
structure well enough to use as examples to introduce his concep-
tion of a natural purpose. So before presenting his theoretical char-
acterization of a natural purpose, he illustrates the idea by using a
tree as an example of an object that, to him, exemplifies a type of
causality – viz., final causality (Causalität der Endursachen), which
he also refers to as teleological causality (teleologische Causalität) –
that is structurally different from mechanical causality. He will
maintain the tree’s embodiment of this teleological causality is
what expresses the tree’s life.

The tree in this example stands as a representative for all living
things and of all material things that would instantiate the idea of
a natural purpose, and Kant’s wider claim concerning the world
around us is that all living things exemplify a sort of causality that
for us cannot be reduced to mechanical explanation. His abstract
characterization of this sort of causality is philosophically eye-pop-
ping, for he asserts that a natural purpose – an object that for us
defies explanation in exclusively mechanical terms – is “cause and
effect of itself (although in a twofold sense).”

This is paradoxical since it is a challenge to conceive of how a
thing can be both the cause and the effect of itself. On the face of
things, if something is the cause and the effect of itself, then it is
self-caused, and, hence, needs to be before it can be. This is a con-
tradiction. It seems that self-causation makes no sense, and this
makes the presence of living things a doubly puzzling affair, firstly
because their very apprehension suggests that their internal reality
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is non-mechanical, and secondly because Kant’s characterization of
them involves the paradoxical idea of self-causation.

Kant resolves this conceptual difficulty by (1) amalgamating
individualistic and generic levels of description into a single
account, by (2) referring to a material object’s presence over time,
and by (3) referring to the interrelationship of a material object’s
parts at any given moment of time. A tree, for instance, is “cause
and effect” of itself in a threefold sense. First, at the generic level,
one individual tree produces another individual tree of the same
species, and so the first tree reproduces itself in the generic sense,
through an activity that allows its type, or kind, to continue. This is
captured in how two people can be said to help reproduce the
human species when they produce children, and thereby reproduce
themselves as human beings. In this case, the species-type is itself
regarded as a self-sustaining being. This is reminiscent of the Stoic
λόγος σπερµατικος (logos spermatikos), viz., the divine creative
genius that gives life to everything through its infusion into inani-
mate matter, and which gives each things its specific character.1

Second, at the individual level, a tree reproduces itself over time
in the sense of assimilating food and keeping itself alive. The tree
that existed yesterday produced the tree that exists today. Since it
is one and the same physical body that is being sustained over time
and referred to in this process, the tree of today is the cause of
itself, for it is the same tree (as opposed to the tree growing next to
it) today, as it was yesterday.

Third, at the individual level, a tree has a set of interdependent
parts, so the production and sustenance of one part by another part
is understandable as the tree acting as cause and effect of itself. For
instance, the activity of a tree’s roots helps keep the leaves alive
and the activity of the leaves helps keep the roots alive. Although
some parts of the tree are not alive (e.g., the bark, or in a mammal,
the hair), in general the tree’s parts operate in an organic unity and
are inextricable aspects of the tree as a whole. No particular living
thing perfectly exemplifies the ideal of total organic unity, but liv-
ing things exemplify it well enough to defy mechanical analysis.2

Kant’s definition of a natural purpose aims to show how living
things embody a self-sufficiency, self-sustenance, and self-determi-
nation that is analogous to (one could also say “symbolic of”) the



free, autonomous human personality. In light of this analogy, and
in conjunction with his belief that it is impossible for us to con-
ceive of how a living thing’s reproductive, self-sustaining, and
organically-unified qualities could be reduced to mechanical causes
(although they might be in principle, from a higher, non-human
perspective), Kant argues that we are inevitably led to postulate an
intelligent cause that underlies living things, owing to how well
they exemplify the idea of a natural purpose.

[[§§6655:: ““TThhiinnggss aass nnaattuurraall ppuurrppoosseess aarree oorrggaanniizzeedd bbeeiinnggss””]] Kant
articulates his idea of a natural purpose by defining a broader dis-
tinction between two different and exhaustive kinds of causality –
mechanical causality (i.e. efficient causality) and teleological
causality (i.e., final causality), where natural purposes will be a
species of the latter. Kant refers to mechanical causality as defining
a descending matrix of real causes, such that A is the effect of B,
and B, in turn, has causes that cannot be A. He refers to teleologi-
cal causality as defining a matrix of both descending and ascending
ideal causes, such that A is the effect of B, but A is also among the
causes of B. Mechanical causality, as defined here, is intended to be
consistent with the familiar concept of causality that obtains
among inanimate objects, as when one billiard ball hits another bil-
liard ball and causes it to move on. As noted, teleological causality
has two species, artifactual and natural. I will describe this distinc-
tion at greater length in the next section below.

Teleological causality is obviously more peculiarly structured
than mechanical causality, and Kant helps clarify the idea through
the example of a house whose rental generates income, but which
was itself built with the image of generating rental income in
mind. The potential income is the house’s motivating cause and the
actual income is the house’s material effect. The income itself
(potential and actual) thus stands as both the cause and effect of
the house, and the actual house stands as the both the cause and
the effect of the income (actual and potential). Circularities and
mutual dependencies permeate the situation.

As the example of the house illustrates, teleological causality is
evident in cases where some prior plan is intentionally realized.
The plan, in a sense, causes its own realization. A person is moti-
vated by the prospect of receiving rental income, for instance,
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builds a house to rent, later collects the rents from the house, and
thereby realizes the plan. Or similarly, a person imagines the
expression of some idea and creates an art work that expresses the
idea, again thus realizing the plan.

In each of these cases, the motivating plan exists separately
from, and outside of, the actualization of the idea, as would also be
the case in the construction of a watch – an example which figures
centrally in often-cited formulations of the teleological argument
for God’s existence.3 Owing to this external relationship between
the plan and its realization, we have here instances of what can be
called an artifactual kind of teleological causality. Some designs for
watches (i.e., artifacts) remain on the drawing board and are never
realized. Neither was the plan to build a house in the above exam-
ple in the nature of the house itself.

Human Purposes, Natural Purposes, and Divine Purposes

Kant observes that human artifacts or works of human art, such as
watches, although they are the products of intentional activity that
realize a prior plan and exemplify teleological causality in general,
cannot be called natural purposes for two reasons. The first is that
an artifact’s plan is conceived of independently of the artifact and
can exist without the product. This is true for all intentionally-
designed human artifacts such as watches, houses, and the like. The
second is that the parts of an artifact do not produce and sustain
each other, whereas the parts of a natural purpose do.

With respect to the first reason, the independence of plan and
product that characterizes human art would not, by the way, be
true of divine art, although one might initially think so. It is easy
to imagine (mistakenly) that plan and product would be indepen-
dent of each other in all cases of natural beauty considered as
divine art, for example. This, to recall, is where the indeterminate
rule expressed in the object’s purposive form, or aesthetic idea, is
conceived of as residing behind the phenomenal scenes and hence,
as distinct from the object’s phenomenal presence.

However, Kant maintains that if God conceives of something,
then it must be actualized thereby, so there can be no separation of
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God’s plans from the things that instantiate those plans. The divine
thought of the plan, and the creation of the thing that instantiates
the plan, are one and the same. So in every case of natural beauty,
the object’s respective indeterminate rule, presumably divinely
inspired, could not be independent of the beautiful object’s purpo-
sive form.

These considerations define three items expressive of teleologi-
cal causality that need to be kept theoretically distinct, namely,
natural purposes, human artifactual purposes (i.e., works of human
art), and God’s plans and their instantiations (i.e., divine art),
which would include objects of natural beauty considered as divine
art. It remains to be seen how Kant formulates the relationship
between natural purposes and divine art. The stronger the relation-
ship turns out to be, though, the closer living organisms will be to
objects of natural beauty, since they would both turn out to be
expressions of divine art.

We can pursue this crucial question of the relationship between
natural purposes and divine art by noting, first of all, that if a nat-
ural object is regarded as a natural purpose, then its motivating
plan cannot be conceived of as being independent of that natural
object. The plan and the natural object must be necessarily con-
nected. With respect to this consideration alone, this condition
would be satisfied, for example, if God were to conceive of the nat-
ural object’s purpose.

It is not clear, though, that such a necessary relationship
between plans and products itself entails that the plan would there-
fore be “inner,” internal or intrinsic to the product, since the idea
of divine art appears itself to be a counterexample. In divine art,
God conceives of the plan, say, for a flower, and the plan is immedi-
ately realized with the flower’s simultaneous realization. The real-
ization of God’s plan in the actual flower, however, is a situation
where it does not seem that the flower’s plan is internal or intrinsic
to the flower in any self-sufficient sense. The flower’s plan is God’s
plan and is not the flower’s own plan, as would otherwise be the
case if the flower were in itself a completely self-determining
intelligence.

This is where some conflict and complication enters into the
relationship between divine art and natural purposes, for contrary
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to the above reasoning, Kant maintains that the flower is a natural
purpose and that we need to conceive of the flower’s purpose as
originating in God. He can find no other plausible alternative for
the origin of the flower’s purpose. The flower may be alive, but it
does not have any self-consciousness that would account for its life
and motivating plan as self-sufficiently originating within the
flower itself.

Kant is clearly impressed by how the structure of living things
embodies the structure of teleological causation. We have also seen
how, relative to the structure of mechanical causation, the structure
of teleological causation is more peculiar. We do, though, have eas-
ily-understandable paradigm cases of teleological causality, as in
the house and rental income example above. Problems arise when
models on the order of the house and rental income example are
applied to living things such as flowers, since flowers do not seem
to have any concept-producing intelligence of their own.

If we turn now to the second reason that human artifacts are
distinguished from natural purposes mentioned above, we can
recall that natural objects judged as natural purposes – viz., natural
objects that exhibit a life of their own – display internal relation-
ships among their parts that, for us, are not comprehensible by
what mechanical causality can identify within its own terms. Even
with respect to the general distinction between mechanical and
teleological causality and in tune with the artifactual example of a
watch, a living thing’s parts are only understandable in relation to
the whole organism, just as the various parts of a watch are under-
standable only in relation to the watch’s plan or design.

This distinguishes living things and human artifacts from rocks
and rivers in reference to the former pair’s teleological causality,
but it does not distinguish human artifacts from living things. Kant
adds accordingly that living things, considered as natural purposes,
differ from human artifacts in that the parts of a living thing are
reciprocally related insofar as they produce and sustain each other.
When a part of a watch breaks, the other parts of the watch do not
act in concert to repair or replace the missing part. Living things,
however, do this. If we are to apply the model of teleological
causality to a living thing and aim to draw a further distinction
between human artifacts and natural purposes, then we need to add
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that unlike human artifacts, the plan is inner, internal or intrinsic
to the living thing, since that plan motivates, produces, and repro-
duces the living thing through the action of the living thing itself.

Living things as natural purposes thus differ from both beauti-
ful works of human art and beautiful works of divine art (i.e.,
objects of natural beauty, such as non-living snowflakes), even
though all are conceived in terms of teleological causality. The
motivating plan or concept is intrinsic to the object that is judged
to be a natural purpose, and this renders the object more directly
analogous to a being that exhibits a self-directedness, self-organi-
zation, self-determination, self-sufficiency, and autonomy. Natural
purposes, or living things, while having an affinity with objects of
natural beauty, also embody analogously the sort of autonomy that
we encounter in the moral sphere. They display a freedom from
mere mechanical causes. Whether natural purposes can consis-
tently be conceived alternatively as products of divine art still
remains an open question, although some tensions in the equation
have now been suggested.

In any case, none of these considerations entail that mechanical
and teleological causes are irreconcilably inconsistent with each
other, since regarding any natural object as a natural purpose can
help us comprehend the object in mechanical terms. Insofar as tele-
ological causation can help in this scientific effort, it cannot be
unrelated and inconsistent with scientific causality. It is simply that
for us, the mechanical analysis can go only so far before we
encounter incomprehensible aspects of the natural purpose. Kant is
very clear about his belief that mechanical and teleological causal-
ity are compatible:

For a body, in itself and according to its inner possibility, to be judged
therefore as a natural purpose, it is required that the parts produce
each other with respect to their form as well as their interconnection,
and thereby a whole from their own causality, whose concept
could . . . conversely be the cause of the body according to a principle.
Consequently, the connection of efficient causes [wirkenden
Ursachen] could be judged at the same time as an effect through tele-
ological causes [Wirkung durch Endursachen].

(§65, Ak 373 (291), G 245, P 252–53, M 21 [Pt II], B 219–20)
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If we translate this passage into the Aristotelian terms that inspire
it, Kant states that the purpose of a flower, for instance, is the prin-
ciple within the flower responsible for the flower’s life. The
flower’s purpose organizes the flower as a whole and it governs the
flower’s growth, reproduction, and self-maintenance. This inner
purpose is the flower’s “form” that defines the flower’s potential-
ity, and that is actualized in the flower’s growth to maturity and
consequent self-maintenance in that mature condition. This form
is also the “cause” of the flower and it is internal to the flower.
One could also say this form, or purpose, is the essence of the
flower. Perhaps strange to say, the embodied definition of the
flower is what expresses its life.

The above formulation helps to bring together the themes of
the first and second half of the third Critique by exposing some
structural similarities between the idea of a natural purpose and
Kant’s theory of aesthetic ideas in relation to both natural beauty
and human beauty. The theory of aesthetic ideas leads us to postu-
late a single indeterminate rule underlying the beautiful object in
question – it could be either a beautiful work of art or a beautiful
natural object – that the beautiful object’s purposive form, or aes-
thetic idea, expresses.

In the case of natural beauty, this indeterminate rule is the focal
point for our projections of a supersensible intelligence behind
nature and is the aesthetic analogue for the object’s purpose. One
could say that the indeterminate rule constitutes the overriding
form or style of the aesthetic idea’s purposive form. As we have
seen, conceiving of aesthetic ideas in this manner allows the theory
of genius and the theory of natural beauty – both of which are
expressed in terms of the presentation of aesthetic ideas – to match
in their structural contours. Just as the artistic genius (whose tal-
ents are natural energies) produces aesthetic ideas, nature, con-
ceived of in its empirical qualities as the expression of a divine
artist, produces aesthetic ideas in the stylistic formation of beauti-
ful things.

The projected indeterminate rule that underlies any beautiful
natural object is not, however, the same as the rule, purpose, or
form that is intrinsic to that object as a natural purpose. Some
beautiful natural objects, such as snowflakes, are not alive at all and
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this is sufficient to distinguish the two types of forms. Neither is
the particular free beauty of any given snowflake, or flower, under-
standable in reference to the scientific definitions of snowflakes or
flowers. When we appreciate the pure beauty of a flower, we do not
consider the flower as a natural purpose, and do not thereby con-
sider the flower’s purpose as would a botanist, even though the
principle that underlies the flower’s life and the principle that under-
lies the flower’s beauty are both examples of teleological causes
traceable to the same divine source. The commonality among these
examples is that the divine intelligence behind nature is assumed
to produce the determinate empirical natural laws, the determinate
natural purposes and the indeterminate aesthetic styles that are
expressed in beautiful natural objects. Again, though, it remains to
be seen whether it makes clear sense for Kant to maintain that nat-
ural purposes are comprehensible as the expressions of divine art.

The above distinctions and parallelisms render it all the more
significant that, in the case of human beauty, the natural purpose
of the living human body and the artifactual and rational teleologi-
cal causality within it can be brought into coincidence. According
to Kant, the essence of the human being is rationality as implying
a moral content, and this rationality can ideally govern not only
the beautiful human bodily form (as exhibited in classical Greek
sculpture and as we have seen in §17) and human behavior (as in
moral action). It can also govern the living quality of the human
body insofar as its parts reciprocally produce and reproduce each
other. This triple coincidence comes to the surface, at least, if we
identify the form of a living thing with that living thing’s essence,
for with this follows the coincidence of human rationality with the
motivating principle of the living body.

This coincidence between human rationality and the motivating
plan of the living human body stands importantly as a third exam-
ple of nature’s compatibility with moral demands. The first of these
arises in the discussion of the ideal of beauty (§17), where an ideal-
ized and standardized human form (the diagrammatic aesthetic
normal idea) is fused with moral content (a rational idea). The sec-
ond is in the artistic genius (§§46–50), where the genius’s creative
power is defined as an expression of natural forces but where, in
addition, the genius’s rational, human quality leads to the natural
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expression of moral content through the production of aesthetic
ideas.

In this third coincidence of human rationality and bodily life,
the autonomy of the reflective moral agent matches, at least poten-
tially, the autonomy of the human body in its self-organizing, self-
sufficient, and self-determining living quality. The teleological
cause of the moral agent and the teleological cause of the living
human body are in principle the same, in other words, although
they are usually in tension with one another. It would therefore be
nature’s mechanical causality operating of itself in the human
body (as a raw material object) that interferes primarily with the
realization of moral demands, rather than the pressures of the
human organism itself (as a living being) considered teleologically
as a natural purpose.

Nature Itself as a Single, Living Organism

[[§§6666:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee pprriinncciippllee ffoorr jjuuddggiinngg tthhee iinnnneerr ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss
iinn oorrggaanniizzeedd bbeeiinnggss””]] Kant considers the result of immeasurably
extending the idea of a natural purpose beyond its application to
individual material objects to the point where it encompasses the
entirety of nature. To express this, he recalls an assumption that gov-
erns the judgment of things as natural purposes: in judging an object
as a natural purpose, it must be assumed that each part of the object
is reciprocally an end and means as well. The organic unity is strong
and it is assumed that among the object’s parts there is nothing
superfluous, accidental, and non-functional. Insofar as anything is
considered to be a natural purpose, one assumes that the item has no
dead spots and that it is fully integrated with respect to its purpose.

This assumption about the reciprocity of part and whole charac-
terizes merely an a priori principle of judgment, and it does not
entail that the objects one observes will display the principle per-
fectly. It is an idealization, as is the very idea of a natural purpose
that it specifies. Upon extending this idea to cover all of nature, we
arrive at an idealized conception of nature as a vast, living, self-
sufficient organism where everything is interconnected and where
nothing happens in vain.
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[[§§6677:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee pprriinncciippllee ooff tthhee tteelleeoollooggiiccaall jjuuddggiinngg ooff
nnaattuurree iinn ggeenneerraall aass aa ssyysstteemm ooff ppuurrppoosseess””]] Less dramatically and
more traditionally, and, as has been suggested, with nonetheless
some questionability, the extension of the concept of a natural pur-
pose to cover all of nature can also suggest the idea of nature as a
divine work of art – one where nature’s plan is determined from
behind or beyond nature by a supersensible intelligence. Kant him-
self believes that when we extend the principle of judging things as
purposes to encompass the whole of nature, our intellectual focus
is ultimately led beyond the sensible world. His arguments are less
than transparent since, on the face of things, the concept of a natu-
ral purpose requires that the natural purpose’s motivating plan be
conceived of as internal to the object, as opposed to being derived
from outside of the object. If this purpose is alternatively
derived from outside of the object, then it would be a case of teleo-
logical causality of an artifactual sort, rather than one characteristic
of natural purposes.

It is true that we only conceive of, and do not directly perceive
the purpose of any object considered as a natural purpose, since
this purpose is a concept. This is not, however, what Kant means
when he maintains that we are led beyond the sensible world to
the realm of the supersensible when reflecting upon nature itself
as a natural purpose. The idea of the supersensible refers particu-
larly to a being, or to a realm of being, that is independent of the
human mind.

We can clarify the emerging problem by distinguishing between
(1) nature conceived of as a whole, as a natural purpose itself, in
which case its purpose would be internal to it, and (2) nature con-
ceived of as a whole in terms of teleological causes in general. The
latter, more generic, conception is consistent with nature itself not
being a natural purpose, but where its purpose stems from a being
outside of nature, such as God, whose existence is independent of
nature.

Kant refers to nature as a whole, when considered as a natural
purpose, as a “system of purposes” (System der Zwecke). Questions
arise when we consider the possible source of each natural purpose
that constitutes the total system of nature as an organically-uni-
fied set of natural purposes. If a natural purpose requires that each
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of its parts produces the whole and vice-versa, then each individual
natural purpose in the system of nature must count as a part of the
full system of natural purposes. Each of these parts would produce
the whole and the whole would determine the production of the
parts, as is the case with any living organism, and as follows from
the definition of natural purpose. The entire arrangement would
therefore be self-contained and self-sustaining. This would make it
contradictory to introduce an independent supersensible intelli-
gence that governs both the whole and the individual natural pur-
poses. The impossibility arises because the whole and the parts
within a natural purpose define a self-enclosed whole; one pro-
duces the other and they stand in a relationship of reciprocal
dependence.

Another way to express the difficulty with Kant’s suggestion
that judging nature itself as a natural purpose leads us to postu-
late a supersensible intelligence is to ask why we are fascinated
with and intellectually challenged by a natural object such as a
flower. Mechanical explanation can go only so far to explain why
the object is intriguing. Considering the flower as an artifact,
whether divine or human, tends to reduce the flower’s life to a
life that is not its own, but rather the life of something else. At
the same time, however, ascribing an intelligence to the flower
itself to explain its living quality is unsatisfactory, since the
flower does not display the sort of complex intelligence that
would seem to be required to organize such a being. So there is a
triple bind: neither mechanical causality, nor God, nor the flower
itself can satisfactorily explain the flower’s presence as a living
being. Kant regards the flower as a work of divine art, but this
robs the flower of the self-sufficient quality we admire in it as a
living being.

Throughout his discussions, it important to emphasize that
Kant is careful to say that the principle of the objective purposive-
ness of nature, whose application leads to the queries and conclu-
sions mentioned above, is only regulative. We are directed to
consider nature as if there were a supersensible intelligence behind
it, although we can never know that there is such an intelligence.
This softens the contradiction between judging an object as a natu-
ral purpose (that has an “inner natural perfection” (§65)) while
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invoking God – a being that exists independently of that object – to
explain the presence of that natural purpose. The contradiction is
softened because the projections of intelligibility that we make in
our judgments of things as natural purposes cannot be proven to
be either true or false. Kant states:

It is obvious that this is not a principle for the determining, but only
for the reflecting power of judgment, which is regulative and not con-
stitutive. We receive through this principle only a guide for considering
natural things according to a new lawful order in relation to a deter-
mining ground that is already given, and for extending natural science
according to a different principle, viz., that of teleological causation,
however without damaging the principle of mechanical causality.

(§67, Ak 379 (301), G 250–51, P 259, M 28 [Pt II], B 226)

Kant underscores the compatibility of teleological causation with
mechanical causation and he advances no claims to scientific
knowledge in connection with the principle of teleological causa-
tion. At the same time, though, we should recall that he identified
the principle of teleological causation as necessitated by the addi-
tional presence of teleological causality in certain natural objects,
namely, living things. Teleological causation is not reducible to
mechanical causation, but neither is it a mere illusion that we can
set aside.

Kant argued earlier that external objective purposiveness – the
purposiveness displayed in how rivers leave soil deposits that
assists the growth of plants – provides no evidence for the presence
of natural purposes. What has happened in Kant’s exposition is that
after having rejected external purposiveness as evidence for the
presence of natural purposes, and after having found evidence of
natural purposes elsewhere in the structure of living things, he
extended the principle of conceiving things in terms of natural
purposes to cover nature as a whole, which has now resulted in an
idealized conception of nature as a single organism. This poses the
question of where nature’s purpose could originate under such a
conception.

However this question is answered, either in reference to a
divine intelligence or in reference to nature itself, under this
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extrapolated teleological conception of nature, the soil is considered
to be a part of the organism of nature as are the plants it helps sus-
tain. So upon expanding the concept of a natural purpose to
encompass all of nature as a system of natural purposes, what first
appeared to be external objective purposiveness becomes reinter-
preted as internal objective purposiveness, since we now assume
from the start that nature is an immense organism. Unlike his
German Idealist successors (e.g., Hegel), Kant does not believe that
this idea of nature as a living whole expresses a provable truth
about nature, but he does believe that such an idea is necessary to
guide our scientific quest to uncover relationships of mechanical
causality in nature. Strange to say, complete scientific knowledge –
the perfection of cognition – requires that we conceive of nature
itself as a living organism.

[[§§6688:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee pprriinncciippllee ooff tteelleeoollooggyy aass aann iinnnneerr pprriinnccii--
ppllee ooff nnaattuurraall sscciieennccee””]] Despite the need to assume for the sake of
conducting scientific inquiry, that nature has a purpose and con-
tains within itself many sub-purposes, this full-blown teleological
conception of nature does not constitute scientific knowledge. In
the course of expressing this point, Kant maintains that natural
purposes are conceivable as being either intentional or uninten-
tional. This is useful for understanding his references to God and
to a divine intelligence behind nature in connection with the teleo-
logical conception of nature as a system of natural purposes. The
teleological understanding of nature gravitates inevitably towards
a reference to God, if natural purposes are conceived of as inten-
tional, as opposed to unintentional, since the idea of an uninten-
tional purpose (i.e., as if concepts that define plans, goals, and
patterns of development could exist of their own accord) is difficult
to understand. Kant himself maintains (in §72) that the concept of
an unintentional purpose is contradictory.

This distinction between intentional and unintentional purposes
does not alleviate the problem of interpreting nature as a divine
artifact and thereby removing its self-sufficient life, since the very
concept of natural purpose still requires that the purpose is some-
how conceived of as being intrinsic to the natural purpose. Kant is
clear about this, although he continues to refine the idea in later
discussions:
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. . . a thing, which is a natural product, but which is to be cognized
simultaneously, however, as possible only as a natural purpose, must
be reciprocally related to itself as both cause and effect . . . 

(§65, Ak 372 (289), G 244, P 251, M 19–20 [Pt II], B 218)

An organized product of nature is that in which everything is a pur-
pose and reciprocally also a means [to that purpose].

(§66, Ak 376 (296), G 247–48, P 255, M 24 [Pt II], B 222)

. . . inner natural perfection [is] possessed by those things that are
possible only as natural purposes . . . 

(§65, Ak 375 (294), G 247, P 254, M 23 [Pt II], B 222)

The only example of an intentional and inner purpose of nature
might be the human body – and even this is an imperfect
example – whose direction is in part governed by intentional
behavior. Since in this case the human intentionality is (for Kant)
ultimately grounded in the supersensible realm, it remains a mys-
tery how the connection is made between the mind and the body,
aside from stipulating that they have the same rational essence. In
the case of the system of nature as a system of purposes, there is
no conception of nature as being God’s body within this Kantian
formulation, so it remains difficult to understand how Kant can
consistently refer to God as a supersensible intelligence that
defines nature’s purpose, if nature is to be conceived of self-suffi-
ciently as a natural purpose and living organism, since the latter
characterization precludes its being conceived of as a divine work
of art.

THE COMPATIBILITY OF SCIENCE AND MORALITY
(§§69–78)

The Antinomy of Teleological Judgment

[[§§6699:: ““WWhhaatt aann aannttiinnoommyy ooff tthhee ppoowweerr ooff jjuuddggmmeenntt iiss””;; §§7700::
““RReepprreesseennttaattiioonn ooff tthhiiss aannttiinnoommyy””;; §§7711:: ““PPrreeppaarraattiioonn ffoorr tthhee ssoolluu--
ttiioonn ooff tthhee aabboovvee aannttiinnoommyy””]] Just as Kant identified an antinomy
of taste in connection with judgments of pure beauty, he now
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considers whether within the field of our teleological reflections on
nature and its workings, there are any foundational conflicts in the
principles we use. This inquiry constitutes the “dialectic of the tele-
ological power of judgment,” where the term “dialectic” suggests
logical illusion or deception. Kant believes that there are indeed
some serious tensions underlying our judgments of natural objects
as natural purposes, but that they can be resolved if we recall the
essentially regulative, rather than constitutive, status of the princi-
ples that issue from faculty of judgment. Constitutive principles
yield knowledge of what is actually the case; regulative principles
only require us to consider a situation “as if” such-and-such were
the case.

As we have seen, Kant maintains that with respect to the for-
mulation of empirical laws, we need to suppose that nature oper-
ates economically, since the sheer number of possible empirical
laws defies comprehension. This quest for economy entails con-
ceiving of nature as if it were operating in accord with the principle
of the objective purposiveness of nature. The principle is necessary
as a guide for scientific reasoning and only dictates how we need to
assume nature will operate if scientific theorizing is to be success-
ful, not how nature must be.

In the analytic section of the Critique of Teleological Judgment
(§§61–68 above), Kant defined the idea of a natural purpose, and he
outlined its application in reference to a mode of judging or inter-
preting an object. Specifically, the idea applies when we judge the
object as exhibiting a causality that is distinct from mechanical
causality whereby the purpose of the object is apprehended as
being internal to it. Although Kant believes that judging an object
as a natural purpose is in principle (i.e., from a God’s-eye view)
compatible with judging it in terms of mechanical causality, to
judge an object as a natural purpose implies for us that the object’s
presence cannot be fully explained in terms of mechanical causal-
ity, since teleological causality, of which natural purposes are a
species, is generically different from mechanical causality. The nat-
ural objects that invite judgments of them as natural purposes are
living things, and insofar as we cannot resist judging these objects
as such, we recognize that both mechanical causality and teleologi-
cal causality of an intrinsic sort are present in nature.
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Kant offers an abstract and idealized analysis of the concept of a
natural purpose, but it is fair to say that his observation of living
things inspires the idea. This introduces some unclarity about how
we are ultimately to appreciate his careful formulation of natural
purposes in terms of how we can choose to judge things. On the
one hand, if living things are in themselves natural purposes, then
mechanical causality will never be sufficient for us to explain all of
the objects that occur in nature. On the other hand, if living things
might not be natural purposes, then they could be mere mechanisms,
and the principle of judging objects in reference to natural purposes
could never reflect how the living things in nature are actually
constituted. It would only be a regulative principle with no further
potential to say anything true about the objects themselves.

Under ordinary circumstances, it nonetheless remains close to
impossible to observe a living organism and not see it as being
alive, but as instead being merely the ontological equal of an inani-
mate chair or table. So judging certain objects as natural purposes
is not a matter of simply reinterpreting some object’s presentation
to see it exclusively and easily from another angle. Detaching the
object’s purpose from one’s consideration is difficult to achieve.

The situation here is reminiscent of Kant’s conception of adher-
ent beauty, where certain objects’ (e.g., horses, churches, people)
respective purposes are difficult to detach from our apprehension
of them. Just as it is close to impossible under ordinary circum-
stances to conceive of a human body qua person as an inanimate
object, and just as it is difficult to contemplate aesthetically a
church or a horse, without considering its purpose, Kant believes
that it is close to impossible to conceive of a living body, whether it
be that of an animal or person, as being an inanimate object.

This tension between interpreting living organisms as natural
ends and interpreting them as sheer mechanisms is expressed and
clarified in the antinomy of teleological judgment. Kant’s solution
to the antinomy underscores how our compulsion to judge living
things as natural purposes does not imply that these objects are in
themselves natural purposes. This leaves us free, at least in princi-
ple, to regard them as merely mechanical products of nature,
despite the compelling qualities of the objects that suggest that
they are in fact natural purposes.
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Kant offers two formulations of the antinomy. The first presents a
direct conflict between principles that operate within the context of
judging things as natural purposes; the second offers a more resolv-
able tension. The first, impossible-to-resolve formulation is as follows:

SSttrroonngg IInniittiiaall PPrrooppoossiittiioonn (Satz): All generation of material things is
possible according to merely mechanical laws

SSttrroonngg OOppppoossiinngg PPrrooppoossiittiioonn (Gegensatz): Some generation of such
things is not possible according to merely mechanical laws

(§70, Ak 387 (314), G 259, P 267, M 37 [Pt II], B 234)

There is a logical contradiction between the above two propositions,
and Kant states there is no resolution of this antinomy per se
whereby the two claims can be rendered compatible. Either the initial
proposition (i.e., thesis) or the opposing proposition (i.e., antithesis)
is false. This initial formulation, however, disregards how the subject
at hand more precisely concerns opposing principles of judgment, and
how the primary question is whether we need to, or whether we can,
regard given natural objects from this or that perspective. The second
formulation that takes this subjective factor into account is as follows:

QQuuaalliiffiieedd IInniittiiaall PPrrooppoossiittiioonn (Satz): All generation of material things
and their forms must be judged as possible according to merely
mechanical laws.

QQuuaalliiffiieedd OOppppoossiinngg PPrrooppoossiittiioonn (Gegensatz): Some products of
material nature cannot be judged as possible according to merely
mechanical laws (their judgment requires a completely different law
of causality, namely that of teleological causes).

(§70, Ak 387 (314), G 258–59, P 267, M 37 [Pt II], B 234)

This second formulation refers not to how material things are inde-
pendently of how we need to judge them, but refers more subjec-
tively to how we need to conceive of certain material things. Here,
Kant relies upon the distinction between how we must conceive of
something and how the thing is in itself. It reflects his distinction
between purpose and purposiveness mentioned earlier in §10
(boldface emphases here added):
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[PPuurrppoossee] Thus where not merely the cognition of an object but the
oobbjjeecctt iittsseellff (its form or its existence) as an effect is thought of [gedacht]
as possible only through [nur als durch] a concept of the latter, there
one thinks of a purpose. (§10, Ak 220 (32), G 105, P 65, M 61, B 55)

[PPuurrppoossiivveenneessss] An object or state of mind or even an action is called
purposive – even if its possibility does not necessarily presuppose the
representation of a purpose – merely because its possibility ffoorr uuss can
only be explained and conceived insofar as we assume as its ground a
causality according to purposes, i.e., a will that has arranged them so
in accordance with the representation of a certain rule.

(§10, Ak 220 (33), G 105, P 65, M 61–62, B 55)

We are presently contrasting not “purpose” and “purposiveness,” but
that of being able to judge objects as having a purpose as opposed
to judging objects as being produced by mechanical causes alone.
Kant resolves the latter conflict by stating that if we are to produce
scientific knowledge, then we must acknowledge the Qualified
Initial Proposition, and therefore recognize only the “descending”
series of causes referred to in §65. This affirmation is not necessary,
however, if we are not interested in producing scientific knowledge,
but are interested in judging objects according to a principle that
guides scientific knowledge, although that principle does not itself pro-
duce scientific knowledge.4 The relationship between the latter activ-
ity and the above definition of purposiveness is close and informative
nonetheless, since it supports the idea that even if, given our mental
constitution, we are compelled to judge things in a certain way and
ascribe certain qualities to them, this does not imply that the things
actually have those qualities in themselves. We might find it irresistible
to judge certain objects as natural purposes under certain circum-
stances, but this does not imply that they are in fact natural purposes.

Once again, though, this is only to say that as far as we know,
nothing in the nature of things prevents us from attempting to
interpret all material objects in purely mechanical items, despite
the psychological tension involved in treating living things, and
especially human beings, in this manner. If we judge some objects
as natural purposes, we are not in logical contradiction with the
quest for scientific knowledge.
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Four Philosophical Explanations for the Presence of Life

It will now help to clarify how we are to interpret the strong pre-
disposition, if not sheer naturalness, of regarding some natural
objects as natural purposes. This tendency is obviously most pro-
nounced when we judge objects that are living human bodies. To
consider these material objects as mechanisms without also judg-
ing them as people, perhaps occurs in extraordinary (e.g., the dur-
ing surgery) or pathological (e.g., psychopathic) circumstances, but
normally, it is virtually impossible not to see living human bodies
as expressive of self-conscious, free, and rational people.

An obvious case is how it is impossible to see consistently one’s
own body as not expressing one’s own material and living presence.
Animals as well are difficult to judge as pure mechanisms (although
some philosophical theories such as Descartes’ have maintained that
animals are nothing more than mechanisms). So although Kant
has in principle resolved the tension between mechanistic causality
and teleological causality with respect to living organisms, the ten-
dency to regard some material objects as actual natural purposes is
strong, and this makes the tension between scientific mechanism
and teleological judgment that much more pronounced.

[[§§7722:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee vvaarriioouuss ssyysstteemmss ddeeaalliinngg wwiitthh tthhee ssyyss--
tteemmaattiicciittyy ooff nnaattuurree””]] Assuming that there are natural purposes, at
least with respect to acknowledging how we each appear to our-
selves and extrapolating from this first-person fact, then there are
several philosophical ways to account for one’s presence, the pres-
ence of other people, and the presence of life in general. Kant out-
lines four general philosophical possibilities that he believes
exhaust all the ways to explain the presence of life. Each postulates
a universe that respectively explains the presence of natural pur-
poses (here referred to as instances of “inner teleological causality”
to distinguish them from instances of “external teleological causal-
ity” that is exhibited in human planning) in reference to:

(1) LLiiffeelleessss mmaatttteerr (i.e., materialism); this transforms or reduces
inner teleological causality to mechanical causality

(2) LLiiffeelleessss GGoodd of a non-physical sort; this transforms or reduces
inner teleological causality to the activity of a non-intelligent
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being, where inner teleological causality is, as in (1), similarly
conceived of as not being in the ultimate fabric of things

(3) LLiivviinngg mmaatttteerr (i.e., hylozoism – “matter-life”-ism); this
acknowledges inner teleological causality as stemming from
the physical world itself, conceived of as an immense living
organism

(4) LLiivviinngg GGoodd of a non-physical sort (i.e., theism); this acknowl-
edges inner teleological causality as stemming from outside
the physical world in an intelligent being

The contents of the theoretical options are straightforwardly
understandable except for the second, with which Kant associates
no established philosophical name. Kant refers to Spinoza’s philos-
ophy in this context, presumably because Spinoza abstractly and
impersonally defined “God” as “substance.” Another, perhaps bet-
ter, example in the history of philosophy subsequent to Kant,
would be Arthur Schopenhauer’s assertion that the universe is
fundamentally a blind, aimless “will” that lacks both intelligence
and purpose. As examples of materialism, Kant refers to Epicurus
(341–270 BCE) and Democritus (c. 460–370 BCE). He identifies no
particular philosopher with hylozoism in this section, but he has in
mind the views of his contemporary, Johann Gottfried von Herder
(1744–1803), as an example.

However we illustrate these options, (1) and (2) do not posi-
tively explain the presence of inner teleological causes (i.e., natural
purposes) in reference to the ultimate ground of the universe.
Since they are based on lifeless foundations, they instead trans-
form or reduce natural purposes to some other sort of impersonal,
non-living activity. In contrast, options (3) and (4) assert that natu-
ral purposes cannot be explained away as an artifact of the human
perspective, that their essential principle differs from mechanical
causality, and that their source is in some living (in the broad sense,
where God can be said to be living), human-independent grounds.

[[§§7733:: ““NNoonnee ooff tthhee aabboovvee ssyysstteemmss aacchhiieevveess wwhhaatt iitt aassppiirreess ttoo
ddoo””]] Since the above list is set forth as exhaustive, one might
expect Kant to advocate one of the four choices. There is an impor-
tant sense, though, in which he stands aside from them all. Kant
argued in the Critique of Pure Reason that speculative philosophy
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cannot succeed in providing metaphysical knowledge, and he
argues accordingly in the present context to show that each of the
above options is inconclusive. Kant rejects materialism (option 1)
because the reduction of inner teleological causes to mechanistic
causes remains mysterious. (Consider, for instance, how philosoph-
ically difficult it is to explain the presence of human consciousness
in exclusive reference to scientific facts about the brain.) Although
materialism assumes that all causation is mechanical, no proofs are
advanced that successfully reduce inner teleological causation to
mechanical causation. Kant shows little patience for materialism as
a matter of fact, and he dismisses it quickly as inconclusive in its
effort to dissolve inner teleological causality into mechanical
causality rather than explain it in positive terms.

He has a similarly dubious attitude towards world-views that
postulate a supersensible, but nonetheless lifeless and unintelligent
reality. These views postulate a substrate to the natural purposes,
but since this substrate is characterized as being either indetermi-
nate or lifeless, the substrate remains unable to explain the pres-
ence of natural purposes with respect to their particular structure
of teleological causality. Since such views can only assert a rela-
tionship between the substrate and the natural purposes that is not
intentional, the philosophical result is as if one were to try to
reduce all teleological causality to mechanical causality.

With respect to solutions that positively explain the presence of
natural purposes in reference to a living being of some sort, Kant
initially argues that option (3) – the hylozoic postulation that the
ground of natural purposes resides in nature itself – is problematic
for two reasons. If matter is assumed to be lifeless and inert, then
the concept of “matter that is alive” (i.e., as is reflected in the term,
“hylozoism”) is a contradiction. Second, it is impossible to prove a
priori that matter is essentially living, since empirical efforts to
establish this position are circular. We cannot begin by observing
individual living organisms, then postulate generally that all mat-
ter is therefore alive, and conclude by explaining living organisms
in reference to the postulated living matter. This is because the
very conception of living matter is derived from the observation of
the living organisms to begin with. Such a vision of things might
be practically useful as a guide for revealing mechanical, scientific
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connections among things (see §67 above), but there is a difference
between maintaining that the view has pragmatic advantages, as
opposed to asserting it as a metaphysical truth.

Owing to the circularity of reasoning involved in trying to
prove that matter itself is alive, Kant concludes that hylozoism –
the only genuine and positive competitor to theism that he can
imagine – is inconclusive. To appreciate this, we can note how the
logic underlying the proof of hylozoism resembles the following,
where “human self-consciousness” takes the place of “life” in the
argument: one observes that human beings are self-conscious, and
postulates that the universe as a whole must therefore be self-con-
scious in some rudimentary way to account for the presence of
self-conscious human beings as the developed outcomes of the self-
conscious universe. The circularity resides in the derivation of a
self-conscious universe from the self-conscious human beings that
the self-conscious universe is then used to explain.

With respect to the fourth, theistic option above, Kant also
argues that theism is inconclusive as a positive speculative philoso-
phy. The reason is that theism cannot prove that materialism is
contradictory. Kant acknowledges that materialism is mysterious
and that we cannot conceive of how teleological causes can be
reduced to mechanical causes without remainder, but he also
admits that such a reduction remains a logical possibility. As we
will see, Kant nonetheless advocates theism as far as he can, start-
ing from the fact that the principle of the objective purposiveness
of nature ultimately leads to theism. He supplements this with an
independent postulation of God’s existence on moral grounds. Kant
takes this route in part because he is convinced that advocating
hylozoism is out of the question, given that it has no a priori
philosophical foundation.

[[§§7744:: ““TThhee iinneexxpplliiccaabbiilliittyy ooff aa nnaattuurraall ppuurrppoossee,, iiss tthhee ccaauussee ooff
tthhee iimmppoossssiibbiilliittyy ooff ttrreeaattiinngg ddooggmmaattiiccaallllyy tthhee ccoonncceepptt ooff aa tteecchhnniicc
ooff nnaattuurree””]] To reveal further why each philosophical system that
aims to explain the presence of natural purposes does not succeed,
Kant explicitly recalls his analysis of the necessary constituents of
human experience in the Critique of Pure Reason. This analysis
sets forth a number of concepts and intuitive forms that are neces-
sary for human experience and concludes (among other results)
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that all human experience must be organized according to the con-
cept of causality, as expressed in the phrase, “every event has a
cause.” This implies that the more specific teleological style of
causality is a non-necessary feature of human experience with
respect to what we can determinately know a priori about it.

The question at hand is how one can account specifically for the
origin of natural purposes, rather than the question of accounting
more broadly for teleological causation in general. We know from
the presence of human creative activities that teleological causes
have an objective reality in our experience. What is less certain is
whether the model of the action of human beings in light of their
prior determinate plans can be located objectively within the field
of nature to explain the presence of living things in general. Living
things display a structure that bears a close similarity to that of
human activity according to plans (e.g., they have structures that
involve a self-determining and self-sustaining reciprocity between
the whole and parts) and the question concerns how this structure
of living things should be best understood.

Kant maintains that the idea of a teleological causality in nature
cannot be validated by any experience, because this sort of causal-
ity (allegedly) refers us to a supersensible realm and the recogni-
tion of an “original ground of nature.” Owing to its connection to
the supersensible realm, the concept of a natural purpose is essen-
tially speculative, in other words, so it cannot be said that we can
prove or empirically know that natural objects, despite their living
structure, are governed by a causality that is essentially different
from mechanical causality.

§74 concludes with a thought-provoking remark, after having
established that we cannot prove either that objects that appear to
be natural purposes are not grounded exclusively in a non-mecha-
nistic, teleological causality (in which case the natural purpose
would be an illusion), or are grounded exclusively in the activity of
a supersensible intelligence (in which case the natural purpose
would be real). Kant writes:

But even supposing that it could be [confirmed that natural purposes
exist], how can I include things among the products of nature, things
that are certainly regarded as products of divine art, since nature’s
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very inability to produce such things according to its own laws is what
requires one to call upon a causality that is distinct from nature?

(§74, Ak 397 (332–33), G 268, P 279, M 50 [Pt II], B 245)

The curiosity within this observation is in the conclusion that nat-
ural purposes, even if real, cannot for us be counted as natural
products. The initial definition of a natural purpose explicitly
implies that a natural purpose cannot be conceived of as the prod-
uct of human art, and this is correct. Natural purposes are not like
watches, whose purpose comes from a plan and from an intelli-
gence that resides outside of the watch. Rather, natural purposes
have a reciprocal relationship between their parts and the whole
where, moreover, the purpose of the whole defines the essence of
the whole. There is thus an inner relationship between a thing’s
purpose and its parts that precludes the possibility of considering
any natural purpose as a work of human art.

If we claim alternatively that natural purposes are the expres-
sions of divine art, however, then this conflicts with the self-suffi-
ciency of natural purposes, since the purposes would depend upon
God’s thought, just as the plans of a watch depend on the watch-
maker’s thought. In other words, given that a natural purpose’s
motivating plan must be regarded as intrinsic to it, it would seem
that it cannot be the product of divine art.

Although Kant intends them to be compatible, if not one and
the same, these reflections highlight a tension, if not a contradic-
tion, between (1) the teleological conception of nature that is
required to guarantee the possibility of effectively formulating
empirical laws of nature and (2) the teleological conception of
nature that is required to explain the presence of natural purposes.
This is because (1) implies that teleological causality and mechani-
cal causality are compatible, and (2) implies that teleological
causality and mechanical causality are incompatible. It is not that
teleological causality and mechanical causality seem incompatible
for us, because that particular tension is resolved by admitting that
the two forms of causality could be compatible from a higher per-
spective.5 The problem is that postulating God as the ground of
natural purposes contradicts how a natural purpose displays self-
sufficiency and self-sustenance in its life processes. Kant wishes to
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postulate that God created life, but he characterizes life as a process
that has its own autonomy.

The general conception of art, either human or divine, does not
create any tension between divine art and life, since the plans asso-
ciated with divine art cannot be separated from the instantiations
of them (since, according to Kant, whatever God thinks becomes
actual in the very thinking of it). The difficulty arises in the
requirement that the conceptual basis of a natural purpose is
intrinsic to the object as a result of the organic relationship
between whole and part. As noted above, it would be contrary to
this to say, then, that a flower is a product of divine art, since the
flower’s living quality would not then be one that arises exclu-
sively from the flower’s own organically interrelated structure, but
would be the result of God’s supersensible activity.

Kant maintains nonetheless that reflections upon objects that
are judged to be natural purposes leads us to the conception of a
supersensible intelligence that stands behind nature, and that we
are led to postulate the presence of this supersensible intelligence,
not because we can prove that one exists, but because it is virtually
impossible for us to conceive of how natural purposes could be
reducible to mechanical causality, given their peculiar reciprocal
and self-sustaining causal structure.

Despite the need to understand the motivating plan of a natural
purpose as being intrinsic to it, Kant does not extensively explore
the hylozoistic possibility that natural purposes could derive from
a living matter. This is for two reasons, apparently. First, Kant
tends to assume in accord with the prevailing spirit of his times
that matter is lifeless by definition. Second, he accepts that from a
scientific standpoint, all that we can empirically know about matter
is in reference to its mechanical determination, and if the scientific
standpoint is to have precedence (as it must within his theory of
empirical knowledge), then we need to acknowledge that, as far as
we can know, matter is lifeless.

Given how science forces us to regard matter as inanimate for
the sake of attaining empirical knowledge, upon encountering life,
Kant maintains that we are led immediately to postulate a super-
sensible God, rather than a living, animated matter as the source of
natural purposes. Otherwise there would be a conflict in the very
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conception of matter as being inanimate in the perspective of theo-
retical, scientific understanding, while being animate in the view of
the faculty of judgment. Kant’s resolution of the problem is to
reject hylozoism and advocate the theistic solution, despite the ten-
sion it generates in relation to the definition of a natural purpose,
where the teleological causality involved is an inner teleology.

The dilemma that permeates the second half of the third
Critique can be expressed in general terms. If the physical universe
exists contingently, then its unconditional ground needs to be
located outside it. If a natural purpose is a self-sufficient being,
then its unconditional ground needs to be located inside of the
physical universe. Consequently, if the physical universe’s exis-
tence is contingent, then the unconditional ground of natural pur-
poses needs to be located outside of the natural purposes, and this
contradicts the definition of a natural purpose. On the other hand,
if the unconditional ground for the natural purpose is located
inside of the physical universe, then the physical universe’s exis-
tence must be regarded as necessary. Kant denies that the physical
universe’s existence is necessary, so he has no choice but to contra-
dict his conception of natural purpose by introducing a supersensi-
ble intelligence to explain how life originates. In the end, the
contradiction between God and natural purposes hinges on the
assumed contingency of the physical universe.

Teleology: Required for Science and Purposive Towards God

[[§§7755:: ““TThhee ccoonncceepptt ooff aann oobbjjeeccttiivvee ppuurrppoossiivveenneessss ooff nnaattuurree iiss aa ccrriitt--
iiccaall rraattiioonnaall pprriinncciippllee ffoorr tthhee rreefflleeccttiinngg ppoowweerr ooff jjuuddggmmeenntt””;; §§7766::
““RReemmaarrkk””]] In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant argues that the
very structure of our minds requires us to experience a spatio-tem-
poral world of objects that, if we are to produce empirical knowl-
edge of them, need to be interpreted as standing in mechanically
causal relationships to one another. Since our minds produce this
rigid structure of experience for the purposes of empirical knowl-
edge, he concludes that we cannot know that the world in itself,
independently of the structure of our experience, is composed of
individual spatio-temporal things that stand in mechanically causal
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relationships to one another. Sometimes Kant even goes so far as
to say that the world in itself cannot be spatio-temporal at all, and
without the presence of human beings, space and time would have
no meaning.

In the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant argues in the
same fashion. Whereas in the first Critique he focuses on how the
faculty of understanding determines how we must construct our
experience to acquire empirical knowledge, in the Critique of the
Power of Judgment he focuses upon how our faculty of judgment –
to ensure that scientific theories can be formulable at all – deter-
mines how, for scientific purposes themselves, we must interpret
our experience according to assumptions that go beyond what can
be scientifically proven. Specifically, the effort to formulate
nature’s empirical laws requires that we suppose that nature’s law-
like operations exhibit an economy compatible with the limits of
human comprehension. The principle of the objective purposive-
ness of nature expresses this supposition and it leads us to judge
nature, quite unprovably, as if it were the product of divine art that
produces an intellectually favorable economy of empirical laws.

When we judge nature accordingly, we postulate purposes that
underlie the operations of natural things that guide our scientific
reflection upon them. Such purposes may or may not be there, but
regarding nature as if it were the expression of purposes method-
ologically simplifies and efficiently conditions our attempts to for-
mulate empirical natural laws. The leading assumption is that the
mechanically causal workings of nature that empirical natural laws
describe are compatible with regarding all material objects, living
and non-living, as if they are the products of divine art. Without
this compatibility between divine art and mechanical natural pro-
cesses, it would be pointless to expect any guidance for science by
regarding nature teleologically.

The principle of the objective purposiveness of nature, then,
leads us to regard natural objects as intentional products. This is to
introduce a principle that explains the presence of objects (e.g., liv-
ing things) that compel judgments of them as natural purposes, for
these objects are especially amenable to interpretation in terms of
underlying intentions and purposes. Within such a context, one of
the more intriguing parallels between the lines of argument in the
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Critique of Pure Reason and the Critique of the Power of
Judgment arises, since in the latter Kant speaks similarly of the
necessity that attends how we need to think about nature, as
opposed to how nature happens to be in itself.

The principle of the objective purposiveness of nature character-
izes neither things in themselves nor the structural features of sci-
entific knowledge; it simply fulfills the demands of our rational
quest for systematic comprehension. It is a subjective principle of
our faculty of judgment, although we cannot set it aside if we are
to assume that nature is scientifically comprehensible. It does not
concern how we must rigidly and logically structure our experi-
ence, but how we must interpret it. As such, the principle of the
objective purposiveness of nature does not specify the necessary
conditions for the constitution of empirical knowledge, but pre-
scribes a way to interpret nature that may or may not reflect how
nature is in itself. To formulate empirical laws of nature in an
effective manner, we need to regard nature as if it were grounded
in an underlying intelligence, but the actual presence of such an
intelligence remains for us an everlastingly open question.

The Critique of Pure Reason defines a situation where we nec-
essarily construct our experience in a certain manner (viz., logically)
for a certain purpose (viz., empirical knowledge) and, as a result of
this construction, find ourselves precluded from proving how
things are in themselves. The Critique of the Power of Judgment
defines a situation where we necessarily interpret our experience
of inanimate things for scientific purposes, and (allegedly) as a
result of this interpretation, although we cannot prove that such a
being exists, we also cannot but ascribe to nature an unconditional
ground in a supersensible, underlying intelligence.

The same hypothesis of a divine intelligence emerges from our
judgment of certain material objects as natural purposes. As
human beings engaged in the effort to comprehend living things
that are judged to instantiate natural purposes, Kant maintains that
have no choice but to regard them as if they were a divine and
intelligent creation. He states this twice:

It is impossible to conceive or make the purposiveness that must
reside at the basis of even our cognition of the inner possibility of

living organisms, god, and intelligent design 223



many natural things comprehensible, otherwise than by representing
those things and the world in general as the product of an intelligible
cause (a God6) [einer verständigen Ursache (eines Gottes)].

(§75, Ak 400 (337), G 270, P 282, M 53 [Pt II], B 247)

. . . we can absolutely locate the possibility of those natural purposes
in nothing other than an intelligent being. This alone is suitable to the
maxim of our reflecting judgment, and is also a ground that, although
subjective, is attached inseparably to the human race.

(§75, Ak 400–401 (338–39), G 271, P 283, M 54 [Pt II], B 248)

Kant equates the intelligent being in the second excerpt with the
God referred to in the first, concluding that the teleological inter-
pretation of the world cannot find a complete answer for its
inquiries, except in a theology. It is important to note how Kant is
now working exclusively with the theistic option for accounting
for natural purposes. He rejected hylozoism as the only positively
competing possibility for accounting for natural purposes and is
now exploring the theistic alternative as the only remaining
option. We have noted some problems in this choice of theism over
hylozoism, given that Kant was careful to say that natural pur-
poses are not like watches, where the rational cause is distin-
guished from the matter (§65), for we have seen that natural
purposes have their motivating plan within them and are not
works of art:

But if a thing as a natural product is nonetheless to contain in itself
and its inner possibility a relationship to purposes, i.e., to be possible
only as a natural purpose aanndd wwiitthhoouutt tthhee ccaauussaalliittyy ooff aa ccoonncceeppttss ooff aa
rraattiioonnaall bbeeiinngg oouuttssiiddee ooff iitt, so is it secondly required: that the parts of
that thing be connected to the unity of a whole, such that they are
with respect to each other reciprocally cause and effect of their form.

(§65, Ak 373 (290–91), G 245, P 252, M 21 [Pt II], B 219–20; boldface
added)

This excerpt from §65 reinforces the point made earlier that a nat-
ural purpose has an intelligence-expressing principle that is inter-
nal to the object itself, and that it does not involve the causality of
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the concepts of a rational being outside of it. As we have seen, the
latter would transform the natural purpose into a work of art and
would contradict its living, self-sufficient nature. This is why
Kant’s reference to the principle of the objective purposiveness of
nature as a way to explain the ground of natural purposes remains
questionable, if this principle requires that we postulate God, since
this has the effect of regarding natural purposes inconsistently as
works of divine art.

There is also a paradox in Kant’s account of natural purposes,
independently of the above issue. If the principle of the objective
purposiveness of nature is necessary to comprehend the set of
empirical natural laws, then the postulation of a supersensible
intelligence must be compatible with mechanical causality, if
regarding nature as if it were intelligently-designed is to guide sci-
entific inquiry. The presence of natural purposes, though, creates a
tension with purely mechanistic explanation and leads us to recog-
nize a second sort of causality in addition to mechanical causality,
namely, teleological causality. Moreover, Kant appeals to the pres-
ence of a supersensible intelligence as a way to account for the
presence of natural purposes.

The paradox is that the supersensible intelligence introduced
through the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature has
conflicting functions. On the one hand, the intentions of this intel-
ligence lend a rationality and coherence to the natural laws and are
compatible with mechanical causality. On the other hand, the
intentions of this intelligence account for the presence of natural
purposes (e.g., living things) and, for us, natural purposes defy
analysis in exclusively mechanical terms. It is thus unclear whether
supersensibly originated intentions help or hinder our quest for
scientific knowledge. The very same intention that is supposed to
render the physical world more coherent, produces living things
that are to us, scientifically incoherent.

Teleology from a God’s-eye Viewpoint

Kant underscores the subjectivity or human-relative quality of our
need to regard nature as a divine work of art by adopting, somewhat
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uncharacteristically, a God’s-eye view of the situation. He begins
by asserting that for a divine intelligence, there is no distinction
between what is possible and what is actual, since God’s thinking of
something immediately actualizes it. So for God, everything is
simply actual, and there is neither necessity nor possibility.

This renders the very distinction between possibility and neces-
sity a merely subjective and human-relative one. When we speak
doubtfully of God as being a “mere possibility” we speak exclu-
sively from the human perspective, since from the divine perspec-
tive such a formulation would make no sense. For this reason, Kant
maintains that the principle of the objective purposiveness of
nature – the principle through which we regard nature as if it were
the product of a divine intelligence and refer to God as a
possibility – does not reflect how nature could be in itself or how
the divine intelligence that we postulate as the intelligible ground
of nature could be in itself.

[[§§7777:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ddiissttiinnccttiivvee cchhaarraacctteerr ooff tthhee hhuummaann
uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg,, tthhoouugghh wwhhiicchh tthhee ccoonncceepptt ooff aa nnaattuurraall ppuurrppoossee iiss
ffoorr uuss ppoossssiibbllee””]] To illuminate the concept of a natural purpose as
it is constructed from the human perspective, Kant continues with
his reflections of how things would be from a God’s-eye stand-
point. With respect to the latter, he maintains that God would con-
ceive of a natural purpose in a deductive way such that the whole is
conceived first and where the parts of the organic whole follow
thereupon with (from our point of view) a necessity, and with a
necessity that is exhibited amongst the parts themselves.

In contrast to this, human beings apprehend a natural object as a
natural purpose in a more piecemeal fashion, observing the organic
interrelationships of its parts, constructing a whole whose contours
the interacting parts define, and then projecting a single purpose,
concept or intention that is considered to be the teleological ground
of the perceived organic unity. Kant concludes that since we repre-
sent the natural purpose in a different way from how he imagines
it is constructed by the divine intelligence, our conception of natu-
ral purpose does not reflect how the natural purpose is in itself, but
only represents our human conception of a natural purpose.

Such an exercise in alternative perspective-taking intends to
emphasize how mechanical causality and teleological causality as
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exhibited in natural purposes are compatible. Kant adds that since
the very apprehension of some natural objects as natural purposes
that are distinct from inanimate objects is a function of our mode
of judgment, it remains possible that a higher-level superhuman,
but nonetheless finite, intelligence might be able to apprehend how
the generation of natural purposes is reducible to mechanical
causes.

At this point Kant’s discussions continue to depend on the
assumption that hylozoism is not a viable metaphysical alternative
and that natural purposes must be explained in reference to a
supersensible intelligence. His effort to adopt the God’s-eye view
and to speculate how God would construct a natural purpose helps
show in some greater detail to how the theistic explanation would
work. At the same time, one can ask what the relationship between
God’s thoughts and God’s being happens to be, for if the natural
purposes that God’s actualizes are not distinct from God, this
would move us in the direction of hylozoism or pantheism, since
the natural purposes in nature would be the manifestation of God’s
very own thoughts (i.e., God’s substance) and the sharp distinction
between nature and God would start to dissolve. So despite his
efforts to develop the theistic alternative, Kant’s reasoning suggests
that a more consistent analysis would locate the teleological
ground of natural purposes within nature itself, conceived some-
how as the embodiment and presence of a divine intelligence.

The Perpetual Mystery of Living Organisms

[[§§7788:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee uunniiffiiccaattiioonn,, iinn tthhee tteecchhnniicc ooff nnaattuurree,, ooff tthhee
pprriinncciippllee ooff tthhee uunniivveerrssaall mmeecchhaanniissmm ooff mmaatttteerr wwiitthh tthhee tteelleeoollooggii--
ccaall pprriinncciippllee””]] In this concluding section Kant addresses some of
the concerns mentioned above that reveal a tension between
mechanical and teleological causality, insofar as teleological causal-
ity is related to natural purposes. He tries to reconcile mechanical
and teleological causality by distinguishing between constitutive
principles that yield empirical knowledge and regulative principles
that do not, but that nonetheless guide the acquisition of empirical
knowledge by focussing the constitutive principles productively.
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Analysis in terms of mechanical causality provides empirical
knowledge, but as noted above, we need to presuppose as a guide to
scientific inquiry, the principle of the objective purposiveness of
nature – the regulative assumption that nature is governed by a
divine intelligence that intends an economy of empirical natural
laws. The principles that derive from the faculties of understanding
and judgment, respectively, have different statuses with respect to
whether or not they provide empirical knowledge. With respect to
principles that extend from the faculty of judgment, Kant explicitly
states that supposing that God exists adds nothing to our body of
scientific knowledge – the idea of God is not a scientific concept –
implying that scientific knowledge is indispensable to discovering
how nature operates.

Despite their difference in philosophical status and their conse-
quent lack of head-to-head conflict, Kant explores further consid-
erations that support the view that mechanical causality and
teleological causality are compatible. The first of these is the obser-
vation that mechanical causal relationships between objects can
help to realize goals. It appears, for instance, that mechanical rela-
tionships between a living organism’s bodily parts help to keep the
body alive and thus serve the purpose of the body. It remains
important not to confuse mechanical explanation with teleological
explanation in such examples, but there is a coincidence between
the two types of causality insofar as an achieved goal understand-
able in teleological terms can be regarded in a scientific light as
having resulted from mechanical causes. The electrical impulses in
a person’s muscular movements help a person realize his or her
intention to speak, walk, and so on. Bodily mechanics helps us
achieve what we want.

Highlighting how understanding a natural object as a mere
mechanical product and as a product of divine intention involves
introducing two different perspectives, and concluding thereby
how the two types of causality are not, for us, reducible to one
another, Kant offers the following example and implicit argument:

When if, for example, I regard a maggot as if it were a product of the
mere mechanism of nature (of a new configuration that nature pro-
duces for itself, when its elements are set free through decomposi-
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tion), I cannot then derive the same product from the same material,
as a causality acting in accordance with purposes.

(§78, Ak 411 (356–57), G 280, P 296, M 69 [Pt II], B 260)

Kant maintains that we cannot ascribe mechanical causes and tele-
ological causes to an object in the same respect. Or, similarly, we
cannot regard an object exclusively as an intrinsically lifeless lump
of matter and expect to derive both mechanistic and teleological
causes from it. A switch in perspective is required to regard the
object as a natural purpose, and within our human capacities there
is no conceptually smooth transition between the two perspectives,
such that we could reduce one sort of causality to the other.

Since mechanical and teleological causality are assumed to be
compatible – otherwise, as noted, the principle of the objective pur-
posiveness of nature could not guide scientific inquiry – Kant
infers that the ground of this compatibility must reside outside of
both sorts of causality in some neutral ground upon which both
can be based. This needs to be a ground that is beyond, or outside
of nature, since he assumes that within nature itself the only kind
of causality that operates is mechanical as far as empirical knowl-
edge is concerned.

Interpreting any natural object as a natural purpose does not
therefore yield knowledge, and when we perceive living things as
being the expressions of a purpose, we ascribe a non-natural
quality to the object, if hylozoism is to be set aside. The assump-
tion of natural purposes as, for instance, exhibited by living
organisms, insofar as these stand as a mystery that defies reduc-
tion to mechanical analysis, must consequently be judged as a non-
natural (i.e., non-scientific; non-mechanical) attribution, and it
leads us to project motivating plans onto these natural objects
beyond what science can prove. In the preceding §77, Kant is clear
about this:

. . . absolutely no human reason (also no finite one that is similar to
ours in quality, no matter how much it surpasses it in degree) can
hope to understand the production of even a tiny blade of grass from
merely mechanical causes.

(§77, Ak 409 (353), G 279, P 294, M 66 [Pt II], B 258)
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This example of the blade of grass invites us to consider how the
perception of natural beauty fits into the perception of natural
objects as natural purposes. As noted earlier, the two perceptions
are akin, and we can see this once more in reference to Kant’s defi-
nition of purposiveness in comparison to his account of the non-
provability of the presence of a purpose that our power of judgment
forces us to assume. The two are as follows:

An object or state of mind or even an action is called purposive –
even if its possibility does not necessarily presuppose the representa-
tion of a purpose – merely because its possibility for us can only be
explained and conceived insofar as we assume as its ground a causal-
ity according to purposes, i.e., a will that has arranged them so in
accordance with the representation of a certain rule.

(§10, Ak 220 (33), G 105, P 65, M 61–62, B 55)

We must therefore remain with the above fundamental principle of
teleology, viz., that according to the constitution of human under-
standing, nothing other than the intentionally working causes can be
presupposed for the possibility of organized beings in nature, and the
mere mechanism of nature can by no means be adequate for an
explanation of these products; [but this is said] however, without
wanting to decide anything through this fundamental principle in
regard to the possibility of such things themselves.

(§78, Ak 413 (360), G 282, P 298, M 71–72 [Pt II], B 262)

In the experience of beauty, the apprehension of an object’s sys-
tematic form is so impressive to our scientific (i.e., cognitive) sensi-
bilities that we cannot but assume that the organically-unified
object is the product of design, even though we realize the logical
possibility that the object might have arisen by accident. No spe-
cific intention or purpose is associated with the object and the raw
intelligibility of the object’s form resonates with our cognitive fac-
ulties to produce a universal satisfaction.

In the experience of a natural purpose, the apprehension of an
object’s systematic form is so impressive to our scientific (i.e., cog-
nitive) sensibilities that we cannot but assume that the organi-
cally-unified object is the product of design, even though we
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realize that our ascription of some unknown purpose to the object
can never be proven. We associate a specific intention with the
object as its ground or purpose, but we cannot define what this is.
However, our conception of the object’s essence stands as an
approximation to whatever this purpose might actually be, assum-
ing there is one. Kant’s illustration of the beauty of a flower is illu-
minating in this respect, for the biologist would see the flower as
having a reproductive purpose, whereas the appreciation of the
flower’s pure beauty would involve contemplating only its rational
form independently of this purpose.

In the cases of both natural beauty and natural purposes, how-
ever, there is no knowledge of the object’s purpose (except for the
one case of human beauty, where the purpose is known a priori as
being a moral purpose). In natural beauty we suppose that the
object, as an aesthetic idea, is the expression of some indeterminate
rule; in natural purposes, we suppose that the object, plant or ani-
mal, as it may be, is the expression of some determinate rule, but
one that we cannot conclusively specify. One could say that the
divine intelligence responsible for these items is postulated as
being more genius-minded in the production of natural beauty and
more literalistically or scientifically-minded in the production of
natural purposes. In the case of the human being, the divine intelli-
gence is more morally-minded. Reason, in sum, leads us to specu-
late that God underwrites truth, beauty and goodness.

An upshot for the theory of beauty is that owing to their
organic unity, natural purposes will be perceived among the set of
material objects as being more obviously paradigmatic of natural
beauty. With respect to exemplars of natural beauty, this supports a
preference to tulips, animal forms, and living forms of all sorts as
opposed to crystalline or mechanically-derivable forms. In the
apprehension of both natural beauty and natural purposes there is
the appreciation of an organic unity in the objects’ respective
forms that appears to be explainable only in reference to an intelli-
gently-derived intention, and in both cases Kant believes that we
are led to contemplate the possible existence of God. We do not
find Kant referring to natural purposes as symbols of morality, but
their self-sufficiency and self-determination as living organisms
suggests a similar analogy.
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One might ask at this point, how can natural purposes be
paradigms of natural beauty, if natural purposes defy mechanical,
scientific analysis, and if the satisfaction in the harmony of the
cognitive faculties that grounds judgments of beauty is itself
caused by the apprehension of a purposive form that aesthetically
confirms that our scientific quest is favored by nature? How can
objects that defy scientific analysis confirm that nature favors our
scientific endeavors? This seems to make no sense.

An answer resides in how the organic structure of living things
represents an ideal for scientific inquiry, perhaps even because
their living quality remains so mysterious. Their organic unity is
so strong and their inner rationality so conspicuous, that they
stand as formal representatives of the organic unity and integra-
tion we would hope to achieve within the structure of the best sci-
entific theories. In this respect, living organisms exemplify how
nature is understandable in both mechanistic and teleological
terms, since their organic unity of structure is so complicated, con-
centrated, and suggestive of an underlying intelligence.

The priority of living organisms over natural mechanisms with
respect to the apprehension of natural beauty suggests that the
most beautiful natural objects would be ones that exhibit life, but
that in addition to this, exhibit an organization that is governed by
the activity of rational self-consciousness. These would be living
human bodies insofar as they behave rationally. If we combine this
reflection on the ideal of beauty (§17) with Kant’s account of natu-
ral purposes as indicating the activity of a divine intelligence, we
arrive at a situation where beauty in general can be defined as the
sensible appearance of the divine, where the human body is the
most intense example of this appearance, and where morality
derived from the subjective side of the human being coincides
with, on the objective side, the rationality of the underlying sub-
strate of nature.7

Such connections are speculative and non-provable, but they
indicate the nuclear role of human beauty in Kant’s theory of
beauty in general with respect to the project of integrating nature
and morality, and by implication, the more substantial moral role
of adherent beauty as opposed to free beauty. Free beauty may be
the symbol of morality and even the symbol of science, but the
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beautiful living human body that acts morally integrates goodness,
empirical truth and beauty all at once in a more direct, concrete
fashion.

By arguing for the compatibility between mechanical causality
and the teleological causality associated with natural purposes, it is
now more obvious that Kant has a larger goal in mind. After hav-
ing established to his satisfaction the compatibility between any
given natural purpose and mechanistic explanation, he then
extrapolates to the following global conclusion: the entire realm of
empirical mechanical laws is compatible with the entire realm of
teleological natural purposes, similar to his expansive style of
thought in §66. It is consequently consistent to suppose that the
mechanical ways of nature, the intentional ways of God, and the
moral aims of humanity are, in principle, or could approach a con-
dition of being, in one-to-one correspondence.

THE MORAL ARGUMENT FOR GOD’S EXISTENCE
(§§79–91)

Teleology Provides a Method, but not a Proof

[[§§7799:: ““WWhheetthheerr tteelleeoollooggyy mmuusstt bbee ttrreeaatteedd aass bbeelloonnggiinngg ttoo nnaattuurraall
sscciieennccee””]] The final section of the Critique of Teleological Judgment
and of Critique of the Power of Judgment as a whole concerns the
“methodology of the teleological power of judgment” and Kant
begins by explaining his use of the term “method” in this context.
He asks initially whether teleology belongs to the scientific account
of nature or whether it belongs to theology, since teleology posits a
behind-the-scenes intelligence as the divine author of nature, but
also guides scientific inquiry. He rejects both options. Teleology
does not itself provide any empirical knowledge, even though it is
necessary for knowing nature scientifically. Neither does it prove
God’s existence with metaphysical certainty. Its main purpose is to
guide scientific inquiry and the suggestion that God exists arises
only in relation to the subjective need for a scientific guide.

Teleology emerges from the critique of the powers of judgment
in the effort to identify a priori principles that govern our acquisi-
tion of empirical knowledge. Its principle, as we have seen, is the
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principle of the objective purposiveness of nature that prescribes to
us how we must judge nature (viz., as the product of a divine intel-
ligence), if we are to assume an economy of nature and a potential
comprehensibility of empirical laws. Kant accordingly states that
the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature provides us
with a method for approaching nature, and this method is to judge
it anthropomorphically, as if it were a divine work of art. Only in
this way can we proceed to formulate empirical laws of nature in
an economic manner, given the confusion of infinite possibilities.
In sum, teleological considerations are mainly methodological ones,
and are defined in relation to our quest for empirical knowledge.

[[§§8800:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee nneecceessssaarryy ssuubboorrddiinnaattiioonn ooff tthhee pprriinncciippllee
ooff mmeecchhaanniissmm ttoo tthhee tteelleeoollooggiiccaall pprriinncciippllee iinn tthhee eexxppllaannaattiioonn ooff aa
tthhiinngg aass aa nnaattuurraall ppuurrppoossee””]] There is nonetheless a double problem
that accompanies the effort to understand nature in exclusively
mechanistic terms. First, mechanistic causality cannot stand alone,
since we need a general teleological principle of the objective pur-
posiveness of nature to guarantee an economy of empirical natural
laws. Second, when mechanistic causality encounters living things,
it hits an impasse in the attempt to explain their living quality. The
principle of the objective purposiveness of nature guides the for-
mulation of mechanical laws that govern the organism, but insofar
as it ascribes a purpose to the organism with respect to its condi-
tion as a living organism per se, this purpose is not comprehensible
in mechanistic terms. Efforts to compose a mechanistic explanation
of nature that can account for the presence of life are therefore in
vain and Kant believes that no such biology-comprehensive mechani-
cal system will ever be forthcoming from the human intellect.

In reference to method, however, Kant adds that the authority
to pursue a merely mechanical explanation of all natural products
is in itself completely unlimited and that we should aim for this
ideal, since this is the only way to advance in empirical knowledge.
In this effort, for instance, he states that with respect to the inves-
tigation of living things in general, we can develop mechanical
models from the study of comparative anatomy. This is an objec-
tive study of bodily structures and it can partially help to illumi-
nate the nature of life. One can expand even further than this and
consider the entire array of genus and species, reaching down to
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the qualities of raw matter from which life appears to have arisen.
We will never comprehend everything, but neither will the scien-
tific progress ever end.

After taking such a broad view of nature, it is inevitable that
some basic principles, entities, and processes will be set forth, such
as those found in contemporary theoretical physics. Kant main-
tains that at this foundational level, we cannot but hypothesize
some purpose as the ground of the entire array of nature. In more
modern terms, we cannot but ask questions about the source of the
assumedly contingent foundations of the physical world such as
“Why are there this many as opposed to that many fundamental
particles, and why do the elementary cosmic processes have the
structures they do?”

To answer such questions rationally, Kant maintains that we
must go beyond anything that science can offer and postulate some
intelligence that stands behind nature. He believes that a self-suffi-
cient natural system will not suffice, since not only will an account
of the foundational contingency of things be lacking, but that, for
us at least, an account of life cannot follow from mechanical expla-
nations alone. To make ultimate sense of things, he believes that
we need to postulate a single purpose to the physical universe that
lies supersensibly beyond it.

At this point it is worth pausing to clarify two different scien-
tific projects that are combining in Kant’s discussion. The first
refers to understanding the workings of inanimate nature in
mechanical terms; the second refers to understanding living organ-
isms in mechanical terms. When understanding inanimate nature
in mechanical terms, we need to regard nature as having been pro-
duced by an intelligent cause for the sake of theoretical economy.

When understanding living things in mechanical terms, we also
need to regard them as having been produced by an intelligent
cause, not for the sake of theoretical economy, but because their
living quality defies scientific understanding. Nonetheless, the
demands of scientific inquiry and the acquisition of empirical
knowledge motivate us to attempt to understand living things
exclusively in terms of mechanical causality. In sum, we have a
reciprocal relationship between the two different scientific projects
mentioned above. We regard inanimate things as works of divine
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art, even to the point of their potentially being organically unified
in the manner of a living organism; we regard living organisms as
mechanically understandable in principle, even though this seems
to be impossible.

The logic of this situation recalls Kant’s earlier discussion of the
relationship between nature and art (§45), where he claimed that
we should regard nature as if it were the product of art, and the
beauty in art as if it were a product of nature. Objects of natural
beauty match the position of inorganic nature in their requirement
to be regarded as the product of an intelligence; beautiful works of
art match the position of natural purposes in their requirement to
seen as merely natural products. The difference resides in their
respective functions. Objects of natural beauty and beautiful works
of art require a supersensible intelligence as a condition for appre-
ciating their beauty; inorganic products of nature and natural pur-
poses require a supersensible intelligence as a condition for
comprehending them.

The Highest Good as the Ultimate Natural Purpose

[[§§8811:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee aassssoocciiaattiioonn ooff mmeecchhaanniissmm wwiitthh tthhee tteelleeoolloogg--
iiccaall pprriinncciippllee iinn tthhee eexxppllaannaattiioonn ooff aa nnaattuurraall ppuurrppoossee aass aa nnaattuurraall
pprroodduucctt””]] When discussing the nature of life, it is inevitable to
reach a point where an understanding of the nature of reproduc-
tion becomes necessary. One question is how the motivating pur-
pose, or life-principle, of each new organism is embodied
respectively in each new material body, if, as Kant is assuming, this
purpose must be judged as having a non-natural, supersensible
origination. Either the divine intelligence introduces this purpose
into the new organism on the occasion of every new birth and cre-
ates life in every new instance, or the purpose is introduced long
beforehand (from our standpoint) and is intrinsically present more
generally in some overall motivating plan of nature that precedes
the birth of any particular organism. For the sake of simplicity and
rationality, Kant advocates the latter view.

The thought of a larger motivating and enlivening plan, in ref-
erence to which the purposes of new organisms can be explained,
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points back to the origins of life in lifeless matter and the hypothe-
sis that independently infused in the lifeless matter is a divine plan
that accounts for the emergence of life. Kant cannot conceive that
lifeless matter could contain within itself the principle of life, and
having thereby rejected hylozoism, he has no recourse but to pos-
tulate that the motivating plans that characterize natural purposes
have their source in a supersensible being. His position is shared
by his contemporary, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752–1840),
professor of anatomy, whose views Kant reports supportively:

He starts off all physical explanation of these structures from matter
that is organized [by God]. That raw matter could have formed itself
on its own according to mechanical laws, that life could have arisen
from what is lifeless, and that matter could have arisen in the form of
a self-preserving purposiveness, he explains correctly as running
counter to reason . . . 

(§81, Ak 424 (379), G 292, P 311, M 85–86 [Pt II], B 274)

In this picture, God imparts an original organization to lifeless
matter and endows it with the potential for producing life through
its mechanical activity. This hypothesis brings individual natural
purposes into a closer correspondence with mechanical causality.
There is also some paradox here, insofar as the aim is to conceive
of a flower’s purpose, for instance, as intrinsic to the flower. In one
sense, at least, the purpose will be intrinsic to the flower on this
model, since the flower emerged from a long series of mechanical
causes without any added entrance of supersensible influence at
the point of the flower’s origination. The life and purpose of the
flower is explained indirectly as the long-term effect of a single
encompassing and complex, life-giving divine plan that included
the flower’s existence and purpose.

Such a theory, though, only obscures how the flower’s purpose
is in fact imparted from the outside, and how the flower’s motivat-
ing plan is not intrinsic to the flower in the sense that we would
look only to the flower’s being to explain its life. The effort to put
some distance between God’s life-giving activity and the flower’s
emergence only accentuates how there is an implicit attempt and
theoretical need to conceive of the purposes of natural products as
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intrinsic to them, as opposed to being placed there from the outside
by a divine and supersensible hand. The philosophical theorizing
takes this direction because a genuinely intrinsic account of natural
purposes has been precluded with the rejection of hylozoism and
the assumption of nature’s contingency.

As is now evident, this tension between considering the moti-
vating plans of natural purposes as expressions of divine activity
and considering natural purposes as having their motivating plans
intrinsic to themselves recurs periodically in Kant’s discussion of
natural purposes. The idea of natural purposes as instantiated in
living things not only presents an impediment to understanding
nature in terms of mechanical causality, their position as being for
us neither fully within nature (since the structure of a natural pur-
pose defies understanding in terms of mechanistic causality) nor
fully without it (since natural purposes are instantiated in objects
in space and time) tends to destabilize the sharp distinction
between mechanical nature and supersensible teleology that Kant
wishes to preserve.

[[§§8822:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee tteelleeoollooggiiccaall ssyysstteemm iinn tthhee eexxtteerrnnaall rreellaa--
ttiioonnsshhiippss ooff oorrggaanniizzeedd tthhiinnggss””]] Up until this point, Kant has been
speaking freely about how we need to regard nature as having an
intelligent designer, both in light of our need to suppose an econ-
omy of empirical natural laws and in light of our perception of liv-
ing beings. He now looks more soberingly at how inanimate nature
is constituted, observing that the oceans and larger natural pro-
cesses neither appear to have the welfare of human beings in mind,
nor appear to be governed according to a rationally-humane prin-
ciple. For example, the ocean can overflow terribly at any time as a
result of some natural accident, earthquakes can occur, and volca-
noes can erupt to destroy an overwhelming amount of human life.
The presence of natural evil, i.e., where nature appears to act
despotically or demonically, seems to contradict the hypothesis of a
rational, moral, and divine intelligence that is ultimately governing
nature.

In an initial reaction to such reflections on natural evil, Kant
states that the principle which leads us to postulate an intelligent
ground for natural processes is only a subjective principle of our
judgment, and, hence, does not give us knowledge of how things
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are in themselves. We have thus a tension between how we ratio-
nally need to think about nature and how inanimate nature often
presents itself as being indifferent to our existence. Sometimes
nature helps us to realize our plans; sometimes it hinders us.

The peculiarity of the situation is revealed by how our own
principle of judgment leads us to ascribe to ourselves an outstand-
ingly elevated status. Kant offers a description:

For what reason are these plant-eating animals present? The answer
could be: for the meat-eaters, who can feed only on what has life.
Finally, though, the question is: For what good are these along with
the above [mentioned] natural kingdoms? [It is] for the human being,
whose understanding teaches diverse uses for all of those creatures.
The human being is the ultimate purpose of the creation here on
earth, because the human being is the only earthly being who can
make a concept of purposes for itself, and who through his reason
can make a system of ends from the aggregate of purposively con-
structed things.

(§82, Ak 426–27 (382–83), G 294–95, P 314, M 88 [Pt II], B 276)

From the mechanistic perspective, human beings are not much
more than one type of being among an uncountable variety of nat-
ural products. From the teleological perspective, human beings are
the end-all of nature itself. It is difficult to imagine a more polar-
ized self-conception, as the human being sees itself as both a
mechanically-driven physical body and as a free, rational, self-con-
sciousness.

The human condition is not completely broken in two by this
immeasurable gulf between mechanical nature and human free-
dom, however, since the human being’s living body as a natural
purpose (as well as the experience of natural beauty along with
the activities of artistic genius, as we have seen earlier in Kant’s
aesthetic theory) stands as the reconciliatory intermediary
between these mechanical and supersensible extremes. This is
another reason for conceiving of a natural purpose as having its
motivating plan intrinsic to it. Otherwise, life itself would need to
be explained with its rational principle outside of it, as an example
of divine art, and the role of the living body as an intermediary
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between nature and freedom would be diminished, since the
body’s life would derive artifactually from outside of nature in
God.

[[§§8833:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee uullttiimmaattee ppuurrppoossee ((vvoonn ddeemm lleettzztteenn
ZZwweecckkee) ooff nnaattuurree aass aa tteelleeoollooggiiccaall ssyysstteemm””]] Consistent with the
Hebrew Scriptures in the Book of Genesis, Kant believes that
human beings are set above the rest of nature owing to their capac-
ity for reflection – a capacity which allows them to know the dif-
ference between right and wrong. In this respect, as described
above, human beings can be regarded as the culminating point
towards which the natural and animal kingdoms aim. But human
beings are also driven by more rudimentary, animal qualities
and they are not angelic beings who simply happen to inhabit a
non-distracting and non-influential physical form. Our animality
significantly constitutes who we are as living beings, often in com-
petition and conflict with our reason and capacities for reflection.

Well aware of the inner tensions between reason and physiolog-
ically-driven inclination, Kant asks where within the human being
we can locate the special feature that allows us to have a perspec-
tive that stands above the determination of natural processes. This,
to him, is obviously identifiable as our capacity for rationality and
self-consciousness, but Kant philosophically formulates this tradi-
tional idea with more complexity, using terms that fit closely with
the present context of trying to understand the source of the moti-
vating plans that natural purposes exhibit.

To reach this formulation, Kant begins with an initial and criti-
cal reflection on what many people believe to be the point of
human existence, namely, happiness – an empirical condition
where all of our most important natural inclinations are satisfied.
Desires, however, vary from person to person, physical circum-
stances themselves vary from context to context, and people’s
desires, moreover, tend to be difficult to satisfy. There is no univer-
sality to be found in reference to the contents of happiness, for
much depends on the good or bad fortune of accidental circum-
stances. Owing to its empirical, variable and contingent nature, and
mirroring his reasons for rejecting hylozoism, Kant maintains that
it is inconsistent to believe that human happiness could be the
common, universal and unconditional purpose towards which the
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natural and animal kingdoms have been developing. For the same
reason, neither can it stand as a foundation for morality.

Kant does not maintain simply that human happiness, as the
satisfactory sum of all our inclinations, provides an inadequate
measure for life’s ultimate value. In a remarkable footnote to §83,
Kant adds that a life based exclusively upon happiness, i.e., “what
one enjoys” (was man geneißt) is not merely worthless. He asserts
that its worth “sinks below zero” (sinkt unter Null). He sincerely
believes that no one, if thinking clearly, would choose to exist, if it
were known beforehand that the only point of living was to experi-
ence sensory enjoyment. The underlying thought here is that, vir-
tually by definition, life’s ultimate value must be unconditional,
and sensory enjoyment does not fit this description.

Looking instead for a more universalistic and steadfast feature
of human beings, Kant identifies generally our capacity to make
plans and to put them into action, independently of any specific
plans that we might formulate (e.g., independently of the plan to
become happy, or the plan to act rationally as much as one can,
and so on). Abstracting from the content of everyone’s possible
plans, he identifies the formal quality of being able to make plans
per se as a universal human quality. Kant believes that this capac-
ity is compatible with what nature itself can produce in the
human being, since being able to make plans in relation to all
kinds of practical skills and physiological needs (e.g., building
houses, obtaining food) is expressive of the capacity for planning
in general.

Kant refers to this generic capacity for planning as a quality of
human culture, and maintains that human culture operates funda-
mentally to educate people to develop their planning skills. To the
degree that people can become more cultured, the less crude and
driven by instinct they will be, and the more power they will have
to express their freedom and autonomy. In this respect, Kant notes
that the development of civil society towards an integrated cos-
mopolitan state, the refinement of aesthetic sensibilities, and the
development of scientific inquiry all help to educate and positively
form the human character.

Ultimately, for Kant, the purpose of developing human culture
is to foster people’s more specific capacities to make moral plans.
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The more we become adept at rational planning in general, the
more power we will have to act rationally and consistently, i.e.,
morally. He harbors no illusions about the task that faces cultural
education, however, and he believes that given the presence of ani-
malistic desires, it is unlikely that people will develop the capacity
to behave morally all of the time. Kant offers only an ideal against
which we can measure our collective moral achievements.

We can optimally realize this ideal only, supposedly, if we direct
our activity towards a supersensible reality, and settling into this
intellectual focus is challenging in itself. Kant accordingly states
that even though our role as the purpose of the natural and animal
kingdoms ought to be realized, there is no guarantee that it will be
realized, and that its realization depends heavily on how we choose
to conduct ourselves:

As the only being on earth who has reason, and hence a capacity to
set and freely to choose purposes for himself, he is indeed the enti-
tled master of nature and, if one regards nature as a teleological sys-
tem, his calling is to be the ultimate natural purpose. This is, however,
always only on the condition that he has the understanding and will to
give to nature and to himself such a relationship to a purpose that
can be independent from nature and sufficient to be an ultimate pur-
pose, which must not at all be sought in nature.

(§83, Ak 431 (390), G 298, P 318, M 93–94 [Pt II], B 280–81)

[[§§8844:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee ffiinnaall ppuurrppoossee ((vvoonn ddeemm EEnnddzzwweecckkee) ooff tthhee
eexxiisstteennccee ooff aa wwoorrlldd,, ii..ee..,, ooff ccrreeaattiioonn iittsseellff””]] Kant wonders why
things exist at all, and logically, any reason offered needs to be final
in the sense of its being a self-sufficient and unconditional reason.
The final purpose of existence cannot be arbitrary or dependent
upon anything outside of itself, and it has to be a perfectly good
reason. A God who is irrational and whimsical is thereby ruled out,
since what is arbitrary amounts to no reason at all.

Kant takes some steps to locate within the human being a capac-
ity that stands independently of mechanistic causality and that is
compatible with the idea that the human being, with respect to
some ideal characterization of it, is the purpose of the natural and
animal kingdoms. This capacity is the above-mentioned one of
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making and carrying out plans, and Kant defines it in relation to
the activities of human culture. Such a general capacity does not in
itself prescribe any plans, rules, or concepts that have an uncondi-
tional content, however, so if we are to define an exact purpose that
humans serve, as opposed to leaving the human condition com-
pletely open-ended and free in the most indeterminate sense, we
need to consider the human being’s inner constitution is a less gen-
eralized manner.

In his moral theory Kant identifies an unconditional rule of
human behavior that is expressive of the human being’s rational-
ity. This is the rule to act consistently, such that the maxim of one’s
individual action can be generalized to define a course of behavior
that would apply necessarily to anyone in similar circumstances.
Kant develops his moral theory upon this categorical imperative,
and in the present context we can see that this unconditional moral
ground for action appropriately characterizes that feature of
human beings that is consistent with the ultimate purpose of the
world’s existence. In other words, when postulating what the ulti-
mate purpose of the world might be, and wondering what God
might have had in mind, we encounter the unconditional idea of
morality, and furthermore encounter the same idea in ourselves as
the basis of our own supersensible being. For this reason Kant
maintains that:

. . . only in the human being, but only in the human being as the sub-
ject of morality, do we encounter unconditional legislation in relation
to purposes, which makes him therefore exclusively capable of being a
final purpose, to whom the entirely of nature is teleologically subordi-
nated.

(§84, Ak 435–36 (399), G 302–3, P 323, M 100 [Pt II], B 286)

One of the more interesting aspects of this characterization is
Kant’s remark that we are “capable” of being an ultimate purpose,
which suggests that we might not live up to the moral agreement
between our rational selves and nature. Although it is not pre-
ordained that we will in fact realize our moral potential, it uncon-
ditionally remains that we ought to give the world an ultimate
meaning through our good-willed action.

living organisms, god, and intelligent design 243



The Teleological vs. the Moral Argument for God’s Existence

[[§§8855:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg pphhyyssiiccoo--tthheeoollooggyy””]] After introducing the idea
of how morality provides an unconditional content to action, Kant
reflects upon his discussion of the teleological judgment of mate-
rial things as natural purposes that has led to the postulation of
God’s existence. His question is how far this mode of reflection can
take us with respect to understanding God’s qualities more deter-
minately, especially in connection with ascertaining God’s ultimate
purpose in creating nature.

If Kant’s views on the limits of mechanically causal explanation
are correct, then upon observing living things, every human
being will wonder about the nature of life and will be led to specu-
late that some underlying intelligence or intelligences are
responsible for the presence of life on earth. If we remain within
the empirical realm and attempt to draw implications based on how
nature looks in general, then the array of natural purposes and
natural products will not obviously yield as a matter of implication
the concept of a single, wise, all-good, all-knowing, and all-
powerful being. Nature is too wild, destructive, and chaotic to sup-
port such a conclusion.

The more straightforward supposition, for Kant, is that nature
is driven by an array of gods with finite capacities that are perhaps
in conflict and competition with one another. Such speculations
indeed occupy a great deal of ancient thought, and Kant believes
that polytheistic outlooks arose owing to the teleological need to
postulate an intelligence that governs nature, in conjunction with a
predominantly empirical orientation towards the world. Whether
or not this is historically accurate, it remains that from an exclu-
sively empirical standpoint – and this is Kant’s main point –
unconditional principles and a single, benevolent, wise, and power-
ful God cannot be inferred.

If we initially assume an empirical standpoint and, upon
reflecting about the nature of life, are led to suspect that some
form of supersensible intelligence exists, some supplementation
of this standpoint will be needed to arrive at a determinate con-
ception of what the unconditional purpose of the world is. This is
also to say that a teleological argument for the existence of
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God – one that infers a divine intelligence from the intelligent
structure of the physical universe, while being unable to say
whether one or many gods are implied – can at best indicate in
only a generalized fashion that there is some intelligence or
intelligences governing nature. So if we use empirical methods
alone, we can never prove unconditionally that there is a god or
gods, let alone prove unconditionally that there is a single,
infinitely intelligent God.

[[§§8866:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg eetthhiiccoo--tthheeoollooggyy””]] Kant’s identification of an
unconditional content within the field of morality has some
powerful implications for the question of what the human being’s
place is in the grand scheme of things. Indeed, Kant is so impressed
with the moral substance of human beings that he maintains that
without human beings in their moral presence the whole of cre-
ation would have no absolute value at all. If we were purely sci-
entific intelligences, even this would fail to introduce an
unconditional value to the world, since the notion of an ultimate
purpose would be lacking. In itself, science collects only contingent
facts.

Within the moral sphere, considered generally, Kant reiterates
his claim from §83 that absolute value – the value in reference to
which the value of the rest of creation is here being determined –
cannot not reside in happiness, since happiness depends upon con-
tingently-derived sensory gratification. This reveals that the aes-
thetic appreciation of pure beauty, since it abstracts from sensory
gratification, is independent of happiness as well. Beauty, as we
have seen, is more akin to morality in this universalistic aspect. In
the end, Kant claims that it is “only through a good will that
human existence can have an absolute worth, and in relationship to
which the existence of the world can have a final purpose” (Ak 443
(412), G 309, P 332, M 109 [Pt II], B 293).

If the realization of morality – given this teleological outlook –
is nature’s unconditional purpose, then it follows that nature’s
realization of its own purpose coincides with the realization of our
own purpose, since our own unconditional purpose is moral.
Upon supposing this coincidence between mechanistic causality
and teleological causality, we are presented with a question of
what the conditions for the possibility of such a coincidence happen

living organisms, god, and intelligent design 245



to be, given the assumption that nature is the product of a divine
intelligence.

Kant argues that in order to render mechanical nature compati-
ble with moral purposes, it is necessary to ascribe specific qualities
to the divine intelligence that has already been introduced to
explain the presence of life and the possibility for the economy of
empirical natural laws. Neither the mere observation of life nor
scientific knowledge provides these added qualities, but now that
we have in hand a definition of nature’s purpose in reference to the
unconditional quality of morality, some further specification of
God’s qualities becomes possible. Kant writes:

From this so-defined principle of the causality of the original being,
we must think of it not merely as an intelligence and law-giver for
nature, but also as the law-giver in general in a moral kingdom of pur-
poses. In relation to the highest good that is alone possible under
such a sovereignty, namely the existence of rational beings under
moral laws, we can think of this original being as all-knowing . . . ; as
all-powerful . . . ; as all-good and at the same time just . . . In this way
moral teleology supplements the deficiency of physical teleology and
first grounds a theology . . . 

(§86, Ak 444 (413–14), G 310, P 333, M 110–11 [Pt II], B 295)

The introduction of moral content supplements the principle of the
objective purposiveness of nature that leads us to assume that a
divine intelligence governs empirical natural laws in an economical
way that supports scientific comprehension. God, in effect, plays
the role of making science possible and of making a moral world
possible by arranging the mechanisms of nature in a way that sup-
ports the realization of moral purposes, and, hence, the realization
of nature’s purpose itself. To account for how the realization of
moral purposes is possible, we need to ascribe to God the tradi-
tional divine qualities of omniscience, omnibenevolence, and
omnipotence and advance beyond ancient and empiricistic polythe-
istic conceptions.

[[§§8877:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee mmoorraall pprrooooff ooff GGoodd’’ss eexxiisstteennccee””]] The
requirements for making scientific theorizing possible lead us to
assume a divine presence behind nature to preserve economy. The
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presence of life leads to the same assumption, given how living
organisms defy comprehension in mechanical terms alone. Kant
now adds independently to this double-indication of God a third
and stronger one, by claiming that moral considerations alone lead
us to suppose God’s existence.

The moral argument for God’s existence is that, first of all,
morality within us obligates us to act rationally. If everyone were
to act rationally, then this would satisfy the objective condition for
a thoroughly moral world. This is not sufficient for such a world,
however, since it is contradictory to suppose that in a thoroughly
moral world everyone would be unhappy. Human happiness thus
needs to be coordinated with the realization of moral purposes.
Kant consequently claims that “the highest and best thing in the
world (höchste Weltbesten) is a happiness of rational beings that
harmoniously coincides with the conformity to the moral law,” and
this ideal condition is that towards which both nature and human
morality ultimately aim.

Nature and morality, however, operate with different rules of
causality, so some way to conceive of moral content as being com-
patible with natural processes is also necessary. The only way to do
this is to conceive of moral content as being infused into, or coordi-
nated with, the natural processes themselves. This becomes possi-
ble if we assume that the intelligence that we need to suppose
underlies nature is not simply intelligent in both scientifically
favorable and life-creating senses, but also has a moral nature.
Hence, for the sake of fulfilling our moral obligations, we need to
suppose that a morally-constituted God exists whose activity
directs nature in a way that is compatible with our moral interests.

Kant adds to this argument an even more dramatic and
thought-provoking implication. He recognizes that human beings
are subject to physical accidents and that the human race could
become physically extinct before its moral obligations are realized,
where everyone, good and bad alike, would be thrown “back into
the abyss of the purposeless chaos of matter from which they were
taken.” This implies, lest the unconditional nature of moral obliga-
tion be reduced to an illusion, that our existence cannot be merely
physical and that a thoroughly moral society could exist outside of
the spatio-temporal realm.

living organisms, god, and intelligent design 247



Objects of Faith and the Moral Argument for God’s Existence

[[§§8888:: ““LLiimmiittaattiioonn ooff tthhee mmoorraall pprrooooff’’ss vvaalliiddiittyy””]] It is tempting to
conclude that the moral argument for God’s existence is as rock-
solid as a scientific proof, but Kant disagrees with this. He is careful
to keep the realms and logical styles of science and morality dis-
tinct, and he associates provable knowledge – the only genuine
type of knowledge that we have concerning what exists – exclu-
sively with scientific knowledge and theoretical understanding.

To articulate this distinction between science and morality, Kant
argues that although moral principles in themselves do not provide
knowledge of a provable sort, they do provide us with an uncondi-
tional ground for our behavior. There are many ways to conduct
one’s life, but according to Kant, the moral and rational way is the
only universal and necessary way and, in a broad sense, is the only
authentic way to live. Nonetheless, his moral theory is not a scien-
tific theory, and we find nothing within it that serves to illuminate,
for instance, the chemical constitution of things or the laws of
physics. The moral sphere of discourse is entirely distinct.

This relativizes the status of the moral argument for God’s exis-
tence to the very status of morality, which in human beings is an
unavoidable and intrinsic mode of interpreting our experience.
Kant illustrates the depth of the moral perspective by noting how
it contradicts our inner voice of reason to imagine that a life
morally-well lived could ever be equivalent in value to an evil life.
This sort of question is biblically addressed in the Book of
Ecclesiastes, when it is asked despairingly and nihilistically what
the value of striving for wisdom could possibly be, given that both
wise and foolish people face the same grave and ultimate extinc-
tion. Kant expresses the situation in more positive terms:

As soon as people began to reflect upon right and wrong, during a
time when they still looked upon nature’s purposiveness with indiffer-
ence, using it without considering it to be anything beyond the usual
course of things, they [nonetheless] unavoidably must have made the
following judgment: that in the end it must make a difference whether
a person has acted honestly or falsely, fairly or violently, even if up
until the end of his life, at least as far as can be seen, he has received
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neither reward for his virtues, nor punishment for his crimes. It is as if
they perceived a voice in themselves saying that it must come out dif-
ferently . . . 

(§88, Remark, Ak 458 (438), G 322–23, P 349–50, M 128–29 [Pt II], B 309)

For Kant, such feelings unveil an unshakable moral foundation
in the human being, and it is in reference to the rational solidity of
this foundation that he advances the moral argument for God’s
existence. Moral laws are given independently of experience and
they are unconditional in Kant’s view. They are at the same time,
however, grounded in a rationality that, as far as we can tell, stems
only from within the human perspective. This indicates a subjec-
tive aspect to morality in the sense of its being human-relative.
The unconditional content of moral laws combined with the
“ought” that they carry considerably offsets this human-rela-
tive quality, and inspires us to believe that the moral laws do not
apply only to human beings, but apply to the world as it is in
itself.

Kant describes the basic and ideal moral prescription as follows:

Through reason, we are determined a priori to further what is best
in the world [das Weltbeste], and this is constituted by the union of
the greatest welfare of rational beings with the highest condition of
their good, i.e., of universal happiness with the most law-governed
morality.

(§88, Ak 453 (429), G 318, P 343, M 122 [Pt II], B 304)

If such an ideal world is to be possible, as noted, we need to sup-
pose that nature has in itself, quite independently of our presence
and projections, a moral ground that allows mechanical causality
and teleological causality to coincide. The moral argument for
God’s existence tries to establish this by drawing an implication
from the necessity of postulating a moral ground for nature itself,
to an intelligence beyond nature that is the source of that moral
ground. After showing that God exists based on moral considera-
tions, we can then suppose God’s activity within nature.

Kant believes that the above inference from a moral teleology to
a theology, however, is not logically valid for a subtle reason: it is
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possible that from the absolute standpoint of the intelligent being
that gives a moral meaning to nature there might not be a fini-
tude-generating distinction between mechanical and teleological
causality. The divine intelligence that produces the economy of
natural laws might be operating with a type of mentality and
causality all of its own that does not have a specific moral content,
but has this content amalgamated with the natural, mechanical
content all at once. In short, it is logically possible to conceive of a
supersensible intelligence that is so different from our own, that
our projections of moral goodness would not make sense, despite
the fact that such an intelligence produces a natural situation that
allows for the coincidence of our moral aims with nature. What is
unconditional in us (viz., morality) might not be unconditional in
things in themselves, in other words.

Kant adds, though, that such a peculiarly-formed supersensible
intelligence is impossible for us to conceive of as genuinely giving
a moral meaning to nature. For this reason, given the constitution
of our faculty of reason, we cannot conceive of nature’s final pur-
pose “without an author and ruler of the world who is a moral
law-giver at the same time.”

To underscore how the force of the moral argument for God’s
existence is limited, Kant offers a second avenue to the same qualified
conclusion. We can see this by reflecting upon his overall philo-
sophical project and style. In each of his Critiques, Kant identifies a
priori principles and then discusses how they apply to the world of
experience. This leads him to ask, first of all, how can such a priori
principles apply to our experience at all. After overcoming this
basic difficulty, he then explores the extent to which the a priori
principles regulate and constitute our experience. In the Critique of
the Power of Judgment, as we have seen, he introduces the princi-
ple of the objective purposiveness of nature in reference to the
need to secure an economy of empirical laws. This concerns the
compatibility of the empirical presentations of nature with our
quest to formulate lawful and mechanical cause and effect relation-
ships.

We can conceive of the limits concerning the moral argument
for God’s existence in similar terms. Once again we have a set of a
priori principles – in this case they are moral principles and not sci-

living organisms, god, and intelligent design250



ence-grounding ones – whose compatibility with empirical nature
is the subject of inquiry. And once again, we have an appeal to a
supersensible intelligence as a way to establish the highest degree
of compatibility, harmony, or optimal attunement between moral-
ity and nature. It is one and the same intelligence in both cases,
except that in the scientific aspect, this intelligence supplies an
economy of empirical natural laws, and in the moral aspect, this
intelligence supplies a style of mechanical operation of the empiri-
cal natural laws that is consistent with the realization of moral
laws. Both involve lawlike behavior, rationality, and the postulation
of a supersensible intelligence. In sum, God coordinates the respec-
tive regulations of body and mind, or the starry skies above us
with the moral law within us, as we can recall from Kant’s famous
formulation.

The crucial point is that these speculations about the presence of
a supersensible intelligence that regulates nature for the sake of
both scientific inquiry and moral behavior are set forth owing to
an overriding rational demand for coherence and total comprehen-
sion. Without such conditions being met, we would have no way to
conceive of nature as other than being potentially unreceptive to
our attempts to behave in a moral way. The conditions for doing
science and for acting morally are essentially the same, since both
sets of conditions lead us to postulate God’s existence. This postu-
lation, however, is only relative to our general quest for compre-
hension.

At a more fundamental and immediate level, we aim to inte-
grate the a priori way in which we constitute our experience in
space, time, and mechanical causality, with the a priori necessity to
act morally. This is to say that the effort to understand the compat-
ibility of mechanical nature and teleology within our experience is
simultaneously an effort to understand how two aspects of our-
selves – the theoretical (i.e., scientifically-minded) and the practical
(i.e., morally-minded) – are integrated. Reflections upon the nature
of beauty and living things, as we have seen, serve this function.
Kant thus concludes:

The reality of a highest morally law-giving author is therefore suffi-
ciently established merely for the practical use of our reason, without
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theoretically [i.e., scientifically, in terms of logical proofs] determining
anything in connection with this author’s existence.

(§88, Ak 456 (434), G 320, P 346, M 125 [Pt II], B 307)

[[§§8899:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee uussee ooff tthhee mmoorraall aarrgguummeenntt””]] It might ini-
tially seem disappointing that the moral argument for God’s exis-
tence does not succeed in proving God’s existence with
mathematical certitude, but this limitation has a positive utility.
Since the moral argument is limited in scope, it constrains expan-
sive dispositions towards dogmatic assertions of God’s existence. At
the same time, its focus upon exclusively moral content constrains
extravagances in the other direction towards ascribing too many
anthropomorphic qualities to God. In the same respect, since it
explicitly restricts the conception of God to a moral conception, it
also discourages the worship of God for either selfish or fearful
reasons, along with discouraging beliefs that the highest being can
be satisfied by means other than through developing the expres-
sion of one’s goodwill.

Also on the positive side, since Kant believes that metaphysical
questions are altogether beyond the reach of scientific inquiry, the
conception of God as a moral being based on the requirements of
our moral dispositions and the nature of our judgment take a step in
the direction of giving some speculative content to the scientifically
unknowable origin of the universe. The moral argument for God’s
existence and the moral conception of the world stand as a way to
temper uncontrolled speculation and arbitrary fancy in one’s concep-
tion of God, while they nonetheless provide a conception of ulti-
mate purposes that is unconditionally grounded in human reason.

[[§§9900:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee kkiinndd ooff aasssseerrttiioonn iinnvvoollvveedd iinn aa tteelleeoollooggii--
ccaall ((ii..ee..,, mmoorraall)) pprrooooff ooff GGoodd’’ss eexxiisstteennccee””]] Kant reiterates that the
moral proof for the existence of God does not provide knowledge,
and emphasizes that its strength cannot be enhanced by adding
considerations that derive from teleological reflections on living
things. As we have seen, aside from the moral argument, there are
two independent avenues to the postulation of a supersensible
intelligence that underlies nature, namely one that derives from
the principle of the objective purposiveness of nature in reference
to the economy of empirical laws, and one that derives from our
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reflections on the origins of life. The moral argument introduces a
third independent avenue by postulating a supersensible intelli-
gence in order to render possible the realization of our duty in the
physical world. Fusing either of the first two avenues with the
moral one, however, only confuses the moral argument.

Kant also underscores how there is some logical slippage between
the concept of a moral purpose to nature and that of supersensible
moral being who is inferred to have infused that purpose. He states
that our postulation of God is based on an analogy, and adds that
analogies do not involve an exact correspondence between their ele-
ments. A beaver can build a dam, or a bird can build a nest, but how
this is done remains unknown; we can assert only that there is some
analogy between their behavior and how we build houses according
to rational plans.

Similarly, conceiving of an intelligence that underlies objects of
natural beauty on the analogy of how we make works of art also
guarantees no exact correspondence between our sort of teleologi-
cal causality and what we ascribe to God. Insofar as no exact corre-
spondence is implied, our inference from the need to conceive of
nature as having a moral content that has been infused from an
external source, to a moral and rational God who infused it there, is
only as strong as is the analogy between our own intentional
behavior and God’s.

[[§§9911:: ““CCoonncceerrnniinngg tthhee kkiinndd ooff aasssseerrttiioonn aattttaaiinneedd tthhrroouugghh aa pprraacc--
ttiiccaall ffaaiitthh””]] Kant concludes the Critique of the Power of Judgment
with reflections on the status of the idea of God and the meaning
of having faith that God exists. This continues his discussion of the
status of morality in contrast to scientific understanding, and much
that Kant says about God here continues to derive from his con-
ception of morality.

To characterize what it means to have faith in God’s existence,
he identifies three legitimate, fact-related sorts of object, in the
broad sense of the word “object.” The first are opinions. Their truth
can in principle be verified by some possible experience, although
at present the experience has not been forthcoming. An example
would be an opinion about whether life exists on other planets.

The second type of objects comprises actual facts, the reality of
which is confirmed by the presentation of things that express the
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facts. These cover a wide range of subject matters and include
mathematical facts along with facts associated with ordinary expe-
rience (i.e., empirical facts). But this is not all. Kant includes the
concept of freedom among the set of facts:

. . . the concept of freedom [Freiheitsbegriffe] . . . sufficiently estab-
lishes its reality through the causality of reason with regard to certain
effects in the sensory world which are made possible through reason,
and which are irrefutably postulated in the moral law.

(General Remark, Ak 475 (468), G 339, P 369, M 150 [Pt II], B 328)

That people act freely upon occasion is a fact for Kant, and this
recognition has the effect of locating facts in both the scientific and
the moral realms, upon which cognitions of one sort or another can
be based. Grounding beliefs on science, or on freedom in connec-
tion with morality, in other words, is not a matter of fancy, specu-
lation or arbitrary construction.

This brings us to the third sort of object in addition to opinions
and facts of a scientific or moral sort, namely, matters of faith
(Glaubenssachen), which are closely tied to the fact of freedom. In
the preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason,
Kant stated profoundly that he found it necessary to deny knowl-
edge in order to make room for faith (Glaube). It is easy to assume
incorrectly that what Kant means by “faith,” is the freedom in
metaphysical, speculative matters, to believe whatever one wants.
He has rather a specific, morally-focussed conception of faith that
contrasts with fanciful metaphysical speculation:

(3) Objects, which must be thought a priori in relation to a duty-con-
forming use of pure practical reason . . . but which are transcendent
[überschwenglich] for the theoretical use of reason, are mere matters
of faith. Such an object would be the highest good in the world to be
achieved through freedom, whose concept cannot be proved for us in
any possible experience in terms of its objective reality . . . but which
consequently must be assumed to be possible nonetheless, since its
use for that purpose to the best possible effect is commanded by pure
practical reason.

(§91, Ak 469 (457), G 333, P 362, M 142 [Pt II], B 321)
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Matters of faith are what we need rationally to assume for moral-
ity to be realizable, where the possibility of the assumed objects
or principles remains undecidable in principle. The highest good –
the combination in everyone in the form of a social system, of
happiness and behavior motivated purely by a respect for one’s
duty – could be an unrealizable ideal for the earthly situation.
However, since it remains an ideal towards which we are morally
determined to aim, we need to suppose as possible the significant
realization of this ideal on earth, along with the conditions that
would allow this realization to occur. Kant includes among the
conditions for the realization of the highest good, the existence
of God, and the immortality of the soul. We must assume their
possibility, and although we cannot prove that these concepts are
internally consistent, neither can it be proved that they are
inconsistent.

What it means to have faith in God’s existence therefore defines
a special sort of rational attitude towards God. It does not amount
to believing that God exists for any arbitrary reason at all; it
amounts to believing specifically that God exists as a condition for
fulfilling our rational vocation to realize moral obligations and to
foster happiness that is consistent with those obligations. Morality
is the paramount concern.

Kant carries this theme to the conclusion of the Critique of the
Power of Judgment, and the third Critique ends with a conception
of God that is tailored to include all and only those qualities such
as omnibenevolence, omniscience, omnipotence, justice, wisdom,
eternity, and omnipresence that express what we must assume in a
being that serves to ground the significant realization of morality
in the natural world. The list of qualities is substantial and it
reflects a traditional monotheistic conception well.

At the same time, however, this divine conception issues only
from the universal and unconditional morality that we find within
ourselves. It amounts to saying that if we are to fulfill our obliga-
tions and respect ourselves as rational beings, then we need to
explain how our own moral reflection can inhabit nature itself, lest
nature otherwise remain an alien being. Once this is achieved
through the postulation of God’s existence, we are in the position
to overcome not only the resistance that inanimate nature sets in
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our path but also, through faith in God’s presence, the resistance
that the animal drives within our own bodies pose to the realiza-
tion of the highest good. Faith in God, as does the experience of
beauty, thus serves also to unify the conflicted individual human
personality for the sake of humanity’s moral destiny.

living organisms, god, and intelligent design256



If we return imaginatively to ancient Greece, we encounter the
Pythagorean fascination with numbers, geometry, numerical
ratios, and, in conjunction with this, a conception of the universe
as having a thoroughgoing rational harmony. This is captured in
the idea of the “music of the spheres” – a vision of the solar sys-
tem inspired in part, by observing how a ball on a string, when
spun rapidly in a circle through the air, produces a whirring,
whistling tone. Each planet revolving around the sun is like a ball
on a string, and can be thought analogously to produce a resonat-
ing tone appropriate to its speed and distance from the sun. In the
larger picture, the set of planets in their simultaneous move-
ments can be thought to produce the equivalent of a musical
chord, like a kind of cosmic harp. This classical association of
planetary movement and musical tone extends all the way into the
writings of Johannes Kepler (1571–1630) – in his Harmonices
Mundi Libri V (Harmonics of the World, Five Books [1619]) –
who similarly hypothesized that each planet has its own sound,
and that the movement of the planets can express a musical har-
mony upon the occasion of an ideal arrangement of the planets’
positions.

CONCLUSION
THE MUSIC OF THE SPHERES AND THE

IDEALIZATION OF REASON



Aristotle succinctly described the Pythagorean interest in music
and harmonic resonance in his Metaphysics, and their ideas sur-
rounding musical strings, harps, and spiritual attunement found
their way into his own theory of human character, in the form of
his famous doctrine of the mean. According to this Aristotelian
doctrine, the virtues reflect temperate forms of behavior whereas
the vices express the extremes. Every virtue stands as a mean, or
intermediary, between two respective vices, as courage is the vir-
tuous mean between the vices of rashness and cowardice, or as
proper pride is the virtuous mean between the vices of vanity
and humility. The development of virtue is consequently compara-
ble to tuning a harp, where relative to each virtue, one could be
initially either strung too tightly (e.g., rashness or vanity) and
strung too loosely (e.g., cowardice or humility). Aristotle’s doc-
trine of the mean, as here described, transports the image of musi-
cal attunement from its original location in the sphere of
astronomy or, more generally, natural law, into the sphere of mor-
ality.

With respect to Kant, it has become a commonplace to note how
Kant personally displayed only a limited taste in music, and how
within his aesthetic theory, he ranked music as the lowest of the
arts. His short account of music, along with his association between
music and joke-telling in §54, also adds little to the prevailing
impression that, for Kant, music is not to be counted among the
most profound arts. There is one sense, though, in which this
impression of Kant’s lack of affinity for music has the effect of
obscuring our appreciation of his entire philosophy.

If we consider, not Kant’s explicit remarks about music, but his
philosophical terminology, a different picture quickly emerges. At
the forefront is the stated key to his theory of pure beauty, namely,
the harmony between the cognitive faculties of understanding and
imagination as they operate in reference to cognition in general
(§9). To describe this harmony, Kant uses the words “Übereinstim-
mung,” “Stimmung,“ “Zusammenstimmung,” and “harmonische
Spiel“ (harmonic play), all of which denote an accord, agreement
or mutual attunement. He also refers to an optimal “proportion”
(Proportion) between the understanding and imagination in rela-
tion to their mutual attunement. The set of terms suggests an
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accord, harmony or tuning that invokes an association with musi-
cal resonance or sympathetic vibration in tone.

The effect of Kant’s verbal characterization of the harmony of
the cognitive faculties is to suggest that when we perceive a beauti-
ful object, something “rings true” in the object in an almost literal
sense, since the object causes a harmony of the cognitive faculties
and, hence, is related via cognition to truth and knowledge, while
doing so in a non-conceptual, generalized way that escapes deter-
minate conceptualization. So the “universal voice” (allgemeine
Stimme) – one where the word, Stimme (voice) is closely related to
“Stimmung“ – with which we pronounce an object to be beautiful,
can be regarded as more of a musical, or singing, voice, where we
expect others to be able to join in with, or sympathetically resonate
with, the “ring” that our own mind experiences in the apprehen-
sion of a beautiful object. In light of such reflections, we can conse-
quently appreciate some strong musical associations at the basis of
Kant’s theory of pure beauty, despite the limited treatment that
music officially receives in his analysis of the fine arts. The univer-
sal feeling of pure beauty provides the musical, aesthetic tone for
the more conceptually-articulate universal voice of moral reason,
one could say, just as music combines with words in a song.

What adds significance to this association of music and pure
beauty is that the presence and application of this idea of mutual
attunement is not limited to the foundation of Kant’s theory of
beauty, but is central to his philosophical vision as a whole. This
sort of attunement is exactly what Kant aspires to define – in a
whole host of ways – between the system of moral laws and the
system of natural laws. Beauty as the symbol of morality defines
an attunement between the universal qualities of judgments of
pure beauty (e.g., freedom, disinterestedness) and moral judg-
ments. Beauty as the symbol of scientific completeness defines an
attunement between the systematicity of a beautiful object’s struc-
ture and the systematicity of the ideal scientific theory. Human
beauty in the abstract defines an attunement between morality and
beauty, through the amalgamation of moral content with a generic
human form. Human beauty in a concrete living person defines an
attunement between morality, beauty, and nature, in the organic
presence and activity of a person. Fine art, as the product of genius,
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defines a corresponding attunement between morality, beauty, and
nature, in the creation in some material object whose form is beau-
tiful and whose content is moral. In each case, there is some pro-
portion, harmony, tuning, agreement, or mutual correspondence
involved.

Kant’s use of this idea of mutual attunement is reminiscent of
the “music of the spheres” alluded to above or, more simply, remi-
niscent of a harp’s strings. Kant is very careful about demarcating
from one another, the respective spheres or realms of morality, of
nature, of beauty, of the understanding, of imagination, of reason,
of judgment, and so on, such that their boundaries do not melt and
confuse into one another. Each is like a planet in the solar system
that resonates with its own particular sound and which, ideally,
resonates harmoniously with all of the other planets in celestial
accord.

And it is here – in the term “ideally” – where we can appreciate
what Kant offers in his various Critiques and here as well in his
theory of beauty: he offers us an ideal to which we can aspire. His
thought is governed by an absolute respect for reason and the
maximal systematicity associated with it. A perfectly systematic
scientific theory is only an ideal, as is a perfectly rational moral
agent, as is a judgment of pure beauty, as is a happiness-filled
world where everyone does the right thing. The amazing achieve-
ment of Kant’s philosophizing is that, despite the existentially
incredible quality of the perfect conditions he articulates, he shows
that every dimension of these idealizations is grounded uncondi-
tionally within our very nature as rational beings. Such ideals thus
stand as unshakable grounds upon which we can set our scientific
and practical goals, and Kant’s challenge to anyone otherwise
minded is to show how any other alternative grounds could be as
unshakable as the ones he has articulated.

In this sense, then, Kant’s aesthetics can be regarded as one
string in an ideally-tuned philosophical harp, constituted and
played by our reason. The sounding of this philosophical harp his-
torically preserves the religious idea of music as a divine art – an
art expressed in the music of the spheres, in the musica coelestis of
medieval angelic singing, along with many other representations
of a musical accord between layers of the cosmos. In tune with
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such analogies, Kant can be regarded not as someone whose musi-
cal taste extended merely to local military marches in a limited and
provincial fashion but, in a more celebratory fashion, as a philo-
sophical descendent of Orpheus – the greatest musician and poet in
Greek mythology, whose music was so beautiful that it could bring
all of nature into harmony. By using philosophical terms at the
core of his philosophy that express musical relationships, Kant
achieved this same integrative effect with words, concepts, and rea-
son, rather than with a harp but, to all those who appreciate his
philosophy, he demarcates a set of crystalline spheres – of idealized
morality, idealized nature, and idealized beauty – that resonates
harmoniously and inspiringly as an ideal world that resonates
within us all.
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

1 See, for example, the wide variety of writings by Paul Guyer and Henry
E. Allison. All contemporary studies of Kant’s philosophy, including the
present one, owe an enormous debt to these two theorists. As a testa-
ment to its intellectual strength, after more than 25 years since its pub-
lication in 1979, Guyer’s Kant and the Claims of Taste is still being
actively discussed in the secondary literature on Kant’s aesthetics.
Henry Allison’s Kant’s Theory of Taste – A Reading of the Critique of
Aesthetic Judgment (Cambridge, 2001) is now probably the most
authoritative, relatively recent book on Kant’s aesthetics available in
English. It provides an accurate, detailed and intellectually probing
treatment of Kant’s aesthetic theory, engaging critically and thoroughly
with the secondary literature, both in English and in German. It thus
stands implicitly as an excellent, valuable guide to the interpretations
of other writers.

2 A useful exception is Werner Pluhar’s 1987 thoughtful introduction to
his translation of the third Critique. This introduction sets the work in
context by summarizing the associated purposes of each of Kant’s
three Critiques, viz., the Critique of Pure Reason, the Critique of
Practical Reason, and the Critique of the Power of Judgment. John
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Zammito’s The Genesis of Kant’s Critique of Judgment (Chicago &
London: University of Chicago Press, 1992), also offers a more histori-
cally-focussed effort to provide an integrated account of the third
Critique. A more recent (2005) holistic condensation of Kant’s aesthet-
ics and teleology that sketches the contents of the third Critique is
Hannah Ginsborg’s entry in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(online). There is also Angelica Nuzzo’s Kant and the Unity of Reason
(2005) that attends primarily to Kant’s published Introduction, but
which focusses in principle on the entire third Critique. Although all of
these have technical dimensions as works of philosophical argumenta-
tion in their own right, they have significantly helped to provide a
wider vision of the third Critique that extends beyond the first half of
the book.

3 The quotations from Kant’s aesthetics will be noted with page numbers
from the standard German edition (Kants Werke, Akademie-Textausgabe
[1902], Band V [Walter de Gruyter & Co., Berlin 1968]), with Kant’s pagi-
nation in parentheses, the Guyer–Matthews translation [G], the Pluhar
translation [P], the Meredith translation [M], and the Bernard transla-
tion [B], so that whatever English translation happens to be available,
the textual reference can be easily traced.

INTRODUCTION

1 An exemplary place to see this is in Kant’s first paragraph in his discus-
sion of the Antinomy of Pure Reason in the Critique of Pure Reason
(A406 / B432), where he refers to the four functions of all judgment
and the three formal species of syllogisms as structuring his exposition.

2 This is suggested by Henry E. Allison (Kant’s Theory of Taste, p. 305).
3 The main works involved in the German aesthetics influence are

Baumgarten’s Metaphysica (1739) and Aesthetica (1750 and 1758),
Meier’s Gedanken von Scherzen (Thoughts on Jesting (1744 and
1754)), and Anfangsgründe aller schönen Wissenschaften (Foundations
of All Liberal Arts (1748–50)), Mendelssohn’s Briefe über die
Empfindungen (Letters on Sensations (1755)), Über die Hauptgrundsätze
der schönen Künste und Wissenschaften (On the Main Principles of
the Fine Arts and Liberal Arts (1757)), and Über das Erhabene und
Naïve in den schönen Wissenschaften (On the Sublime and Naïve in
the Liberal Arts (1758)).
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The English texts that Kant had read included Hutcheson’s Inquiry
Into the Origins of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725; German trans-
lation, 1762), Kames’s Elements of Criticism (1762, German transla-
tion, 1763), Gerard’s Essay on Taste (1759; German translation, 1766),
and Essay on Genius (1774; German translation, 1776), Burke’s A
Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and
Beautiful (1757, German translation, 1773). Kant certainly read seg-
ments of Hume’s philosophy, but whether he read “Of the Standard of
Taste” (1757; German translation, 1759) although likely, is still a matter
of debate. Similar themes are addressed by Kames, in any case.

4 The main source is Leibniz’s Discourse on Metaphysics (1686), Section
XXIV. In addition to the taxonomy of obscure vs. clear knowledge, etc.,
this section contains Leibniz’s often-cited remark that when we judge
that a poem is good (or bad), we apprehend the poem clearly, but in a
confused manner, noting only that it has a “je ne sais quoi” (I know not
what) quality that makes it good.

More substantially influential, given its contents, could have been
Leibniz’s short essay “On Wisdom” (c. 1690), where he repeats the “je
ne sais quoi” phase in a similar context, but combines this with reflec-
tions on wisdom whose contents are programmatically reflected
throughout Kant’s third Critique. See “On Wisdom,” trans. Anita
Gallagher, Fidelio, Vol. III, No. 2, Summer 1994.

1 THE PLEASURE IN PURE BEAUTY (§§1–22; §§30–40)

1 Examples would be “This is red” (positive), “This is not-red” (nega-
tive), and “This is non-red” (unlimited).

2 In the Critique of Pure Reason, the ordering of the first two moments is
reversed, viz., first moment is that of quantity, and the second, that of
quality. Kant reverses the order here to establish, first of all, that the judg-
ment of taste is aesthetic, since this fact grounds the rest of his analyses.

3 Necessity is the key feature of the a priori judgments for which Kant is
well known. He writes in the Critique of Pure Reason that “if we have a
proposition which, in being thought, is thought as necessary, it is an a
priori judgment” (B3). In contrast, judgments that have the logical
form of universality (e.g., “everything is made of water” or “every event
has a cause”) can either admit of exceptions or not; if they do not, then
they are necessary judgments and are hence a priori. The second and
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the fourth moments of Kant’s present discussion are thereby closely
connected. His discussion in the second moment (§9), although offi-
cially concerned with the judgment of pure beauty’s universality, also
does much to associate necessity with such judgments as well.

Judgments of pure beauty are not universal judgments in the sense
of the above two examples, however, since their logical “quantity” is sin-
gular, e.g., “This flower is beautiful.” Their universality resides in what
can be called their “assent-value” viz., that everyone ought to agree. The
possibilities for such values are: (1) “everyone necessarily agrees,” (2)
“everyone ought to agree,” and (3) “no one need agree.” Judgments of
pure beauty fit (2).

4 The word here translated as “feeling of approval” is “Wohlgefallen,”
which could be translated more literally and directly as “liking.” The
English term “satisfaction” can also be used, since it has an advantage
in how it dually captures the pleasurably psychological dimension of
“liking,” but also additionally and importantly, the epistemological
dimension of how a given object can “satisfy” a definition or concep-
tual condition. As we will see in §9, in the case of pure beauty, we have
the presentation of an object that energetically satisfies the conditions
for cognition in general. The phrase “feeling of approval” is also appro-
priate since Kant’s discussion is framed within the context of making
evaluative judgments of one sort of another. As a rule, either “feeling of
approval” or “satisfaction” will be used to translate “Wohlgefallen,” to
capture the epistemological and evaluative relationship to cognition in
general when the positive feeling involved refers to beauty.

5 Critique of Practical Reason, Ak 30 (Vol. 5). This first version of the cat-
egorical imperative is also expressed in the Groundwork of the
Metaphysics of Morals, Ak 421 (Vol. 4).

6 If a person plays a game of tennis for its own sake (i.e., just for fun,
and not to win), one could say that the person’s enjoyment is disinter-
ested. Since the person is not playing and enjoying the game “as a
human being,” however, one could not expect the other player to have
the same disinterested enjoyment. The universality of the judgment of
pure beauty arises from the disinterestedness (as in the tennis game)
coupled with the universal persona one adopts – a persona which is
essentially the same as one’s universal persona as a moral agent,
minus the interests that morality carries with it. Kant tries to define
“disinterested” in a way that directly implies this universal persona,
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and this is why he believes that disinterestedness implies universality
within the context of judgments of pure beauty.

7 This account refers to cognitive structures that can be known a priori,
viz., ways of knowing that carry with them a strict universality and
necessity (Critique of Pure Reason, B4). Kant’s arguments for the a
priority of space and time along with the transcendental deduction of
the categories characterize how human beings similarly structure
their experience. Kant’s analyses in the Second Analogy and in his
Refutation of Idealism provide some supplementary argumentation to
the same effect. When a set of beings with the same cognitive struc-
tures is given content from (i.e., become aware of) the same mind-
independent reality, they consequently experience a public world whose
publicity derives in part from their shared cognitive structures, and in
part from the fact that it is single mind-independent reality of which
they are aware.

8 Kant distinguishes two types of free play that are easily confused. One
is a free play between the imagination and the understanding; the
other is a free play within the imagination alone. As a rule, Kant refers
to the former (e.g., as here crucially in §9, in the key to the critique of
taste) as an aesthetically positive free play between the imagination
and the understanding that characterizes the pleasure in beauty. The
other is an aesthetically neutral free play located within the imagina-
tion itself, which, when it happens to conflict with the lawfulness of
the understanding, results in the judgment that something is not
beautiful.

Kant refers to the free play of the imagination alone in §26 (quoted
below) in his discussion of the sublime (which in its counter-purpo-
siveness is non-beautiful), and to the combination of the two sorts of
free play in §49. In §26 (explicitly) and §49 (implicitly) Kant maintains
furthermore that the free play within the imagination alone can be alter-
natively related to the understanding (in the case of beauty) or to rea-
son (in the case of the sublime). A further reference to the free play
within the imagination alone is in Mary J. Gregor (trans.), Anthropology
from a Practical Point of View (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1974), p. 109.

9 Paul Guyer emphasizes this important distinction between “form of
purposiveness” (or “form of finality”) and “purposiveness of form” (or
“finality of form”) in his Kant and the Claims of Taste (Cambridge and
London: Harvard University Press, 1979), p. 219.
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10 Kant’s use of the term “adherent” is sometimes, if not typically, neutral.
In the Introduction (VII), for example, he states that the satisfaction in
pure beauty adheres {in one sense} to a given empirical representation
(“Die Lust ist also im Geschmacksurtheile zwar von einer empirischen
Vorstellung abhängig . . . ” (Ak191 (V)); in the unpublished
Introduction, he states that the satisfaction in pure beauty adheres [in
another sense] only to reflection and its form (“ . . . das Gefühl der
Lust . . . [ist] nur als der Reflexion und deren Form . . . anhängend . . . ”)
(Ak 249 (XX)). In this decisive context, it is clear that the term “adher-
ent” can only be neutral.

11 The importance of this quote can be seen in how it foreshadows the
concluding remark in the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment (§60) that
taste is at bottom (im Grunde) a capacity for judging the sensible pre-
sentation of moral ideas.

12 A troubling intellectual descendent of this method can be seen in the
attempts (e.g., those of Francis Galton [1822–1911], the cousin of
Charles Darwin) to discern the face of the typical criminal through the
use of composite portraiture. In this process, various photographs are
superimposed over one another to form a generic image.

13 In the characterization of the common sense referred to in this section
on the deduction, there is no mention of an “optimal attunement”
between the understanding and imagination – the notion that provided
a fairly refined and idealized characterization of the common sense in
§§21–22. In the present context (§40), the common sense is instead
characterized in a more generic way (similar to how it was described in
§20) as referring simply to a feeling associated with the harmony of the
faculties in general (this is also similar to §9), rather than to a feeling
associated with an ideal attunement of them. This is to say that the
more refined (and theoretically informative) idea of optimal attune-
ment from §§21–22 – although Kant might be presupposing it – plays
no explicit role in Kant’s deduction and that the deduction is formu-
lated at a more generic level of discussion.

2 THE SUBLIME AND THE INFINITE (§§23–29)

1 An alternative taxonomy would be the following, but it leaves no clear
room for aesthetic judgments of sensation under either of the two
main categories:
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I. Determining Judgments
A. Determining Cognitive Judgment

II. Reflecting Judgments
A. Reflecting Cognitive Judgment
B. Reflecting Aesthetic Judgment

1. Judgments of Pure Beauty
2. Judgments of Sublimity

[Aesthetic Judgments of Sensation]
2 One can imagine an alternative analysis of the sublime that, although it

would run contrary to the spirit of reflecting judgment that proceeds
from object to concept, could paint the imagination in a less negative
light. This analysis would work in the other direction, like determining
judgment, starting with the concept of an infinite totality, and then pro-
ceeding to the exemplifying realm of sensation. In this case, space and
time (as infinite in their own right) would “schematize,” or exhibit for
sensation, the rational idea of an infinite totality, and in particular
instances overwhelmingly large or powerful objects would do the same.
Such objects could consequently be regarded as the finite appearances
within sensation of an infinite totality (i.e., they would be representa-
tions of the divine towards which we would project our respect).
Consistent with the process of determining judgment, this would be
theoretically analogous to the procedure of starting with abstract moral
imperatives and then showing how they can be instantiated in actual
experience. In a related vein, Kant refers to poetry as a “schema for the
supersensible” in §53.

3 As seen in the last chapter, Kant’s account of the experience of pure
beauty is interpretable as expressing the phenomenological side of his
theoretical view that knowledge arises from the application of concepts
to intuitions, for the harmony of the cognitive faculties of understand-
ing and imagination expresses this application of concepts to intu-
itions in general. That is, one could say that Kant’s theory of pure
beauty describes the phenomenology of his epistemology as it is
described in the theoretical terms of the first Critique that detaches its
components from specific sensory content. In light of this, that we
encounter phenomenological correlates to arguments for God’s exis-
tence in Kant’s theory of sublimity is in keeping with his style of philos-
ophizing in the present Critique of Aesthetic Judgment as a whole,
which can be described generally as phenomenological and aesthetic.
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3 THE FINE ARTS AND CREATIVE GENIUS (§§41–54)

1 This abstraction from origin explains why Kant can indiscriminately use
natural objects (e.g., flowers) along with art objects (e.g., abstract wall-
paper design) as examples of free beauty in §4. What is relevant is not
their origin, but how such objects present mere linear configurations
for us to contemplate. The inclusion of art objects as examples of free
beauty in §4 does not entail that there must be some form of artistic
beauty per se that is “pure” or “free.”

2 This refers to a free play within the imagination itself.
3 This refers to a free play between the imagination and the understanding.

4 BEAUTY’S CONFIRMATION OF SCIENCE AND MORALITY
(§§55–60)

1 In his Elements of Criticism (1762) – a book which Kant read – Lord
Kames begins his concluding Chapter 25, “Standard of Taste,” with the
proverb, “there is no disputing about taste.” After some discussion of
how judgments of beauty vary from person to person, Kames ultimately
asserts that our common human nature nonetheless provides a standard
of taste that is applicable to everyone. This discussion helps set the tone
of the historical scene for Kant’s present discussion of the antinomy of
taste. David Hume also addressed the issue in his essay “Of the Standard
of Taste” (1757), but it is uncertain whether or not Kant had read this par-
ticular essay by Hume. That Kant did, though, becomes probable in light
of how some of Hume’s verbal formulations come very close to Kant’s
(e.g., as Hume’s reference to a “standard of taste” that can adjudicate
between competing judgments of taste according to a definite rule).

2 An alternative translation of “streiten” is “quarrel.”
3 There is some small doubt here with respect to the text’s archeology,

since §55 uses the phrases “critique of taste” and “transcendental cri-
tique of taste” which date originally from 1787. This was when Kant first
conceived of entitling the projected manuscript that became the Critique
of the Power of Judgment, the Foundations of the Critique of Taste.

4 Paul Guyer makes this important observation and develops this alter-
native in Kant and the Claims of Taste (1979). Another option might be
to introduce the concept of “purposiveness without purpose,” but this
is less plausible because we are looking specifically for an indeterminate
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concept that would directly explain how we, as Kant states in the antithe-
sis, “demand the necessary agreement of others to this judgment.” The
concept of the harmony of the cognitive faculties or the concept of
“cognition in general” justifies our demand for such agreement from
others, but the concept of “purposiveness without purpose” does not
itself harbor enough systematic implications to fulfill this function.

5 The essential publicity of knowledge can be understood to imply that
our disposition towards society and communicability is not merely an
empirical and variable contingency, as Kant suggests in §41, but is an a
priori feature of our cognition in general. Without a presupposed con-
ception of society or community, the concept of a judgment’s universal
validity that involves demanding the agreement of others is a contra-
diction in terms. For this reason, Kant’s remark in a note to §2 which
asserts that moral judgments are disinterested but carry an interest
with them, whereas judgments of pure beauty are disinterested and do
not carry any interest with them, needs to be regarded in a careful light.
What he states is accurate: judgments of pure beauty are disinterested,
and do not force us to refer the judgments to actually existing objects
(as do moral judgments). Nonetheless, they do require us to regard the
objects judged “as if” they were actual. Judgments of pure beauty carry
with them an interest that is satisfiable in imagination, or fictionally,
one could say, whereas moral judgments carry with them an interest
that is only satisfiable in actual spatio-temporal behavior.

6 This formulation also has a subjective as well as an objective aspect.
The former is parenthetical.

7 This is ambiguous between saying that the concept is in us, insofar as
it refers to some underlying personal reality in us, or that the concept is
our projection (and hence, in us) of a nonetheless mind-independent,
objective being.

8 This is different from Kant’s standard account whereby the artist takes
some definite purpose or definitive subject matter and then expands it
in the direction of reason by means of an aesthetic idea relative to that
finite subject. Here, we instead have a rational idea that is not fully
expressible in sensory experience, and an especially resonant represen-
tation (an aesthetic idea) associated with it that brings us closer to the
rational idea via sensation.

9 A third way is to compare the formal systematicity of the beautiful
object with the formal systematicity of the ideal society where everyone
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acts morally. Kant does not mention this further symbolic correspon-
dence in his account of beauty as the symbol of morality.

10 There is a revealing parallelism between Kant’s conception of the unity
of human consciousness in its actual organizing activity, and the unity
of the divine supersensible being in its projected, or postulated, orga-
nizing activity. According to Kant, the “I,” or abstract activity of the self,
gives unity to sensations, to space and time, and to the pure concepts,
and allows them to be coordinated thereby in an act of empirical knowl-
edge. The supersensible, divine consciousness, as rationally postu-
lated, gives an analogous unity to the empirical laws of nature, to living
things, and to moral activity, and allows them to be coordinated
thereby in a system of nature. The human unity of self-consciousness
functions to give comprehensiveness to human experience, and the
unity of divine consciousness is postulated to function analogously to
give comprehensiveness to the universe as a whole.

5 LIVING ORGANISMS, GOD, AND INTELLIGENT DESIGN
(§§61–91)

1 For an exposition of the concept of logos spermatikos as it appears in
Stoicism (e.g., Diogenes Laertius), see Maryanne Cline Horowitz, “The
Stoic Synthesis of the Idea of Natural Law in Man: Four Themes,”
Journal of the History of Ideas, 35, (1), 1974, pp. 3–16.

2 A candidate for a perfect instantiation would be a thoroughly concep-
tual system whose components are mutually dependent, self-sustain-
ing, developmentally interconnected, and, in general, organically
unified. The dialectical systems of German Idealism (e.g., Hegel’s)
aimed to instantiate this living quality in their theories.

3 For instance, William Paley’s (1743–1805) well-known argument in
Natural Theology (1800) – published ten years after Kant’s third
Critique – explicitly compares watches to living organisms in connec-
tion with the teleological argument and, given the complexity of living
organisms, extrapolates to assert the existence of a divine intelligence.

4 i.e., recognizing a “descending” and “ascending” series of causes
referred to in §65. Both the mechanical kind (descending series) and
teleological (descending and ascending) kind of causality are consis-
tent with Kant’s elementary analysis of causality in the Critique of Pure
Reason. In this analysis, the concept of causality derives from and
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expresses the logical form of judgment “if A, then B” (e.g., see A91 /
B124 and A90 / B122). Mechanical causality straightforwardly extends
this “if A, then B” format in a linear fashion, and is consistent with the
structure of deductive reasoning; teleological causality doubles, or
loops, the “if A, then B” format back onto itself, biconditionally, and
does not support deductive reasoning, owing to the structure’s inher-
ent circularity. Kant’s unshakable position is that we cannot avoid
thinking generally in an “if A, then B” fashion, but there are different
ways to elaborate this elementary structure, either linearly or circularly.

This is to say merely that there is no direct conflict between the ele-
mentary characterization of causality that Kant provides in the first
Critique (e.g., “every event has a cause”) with his claim here that we
need not interpret everything in terms of linear, mechanical causality.
The very causal phraseology of §64, where Kant states that a natural
purpose must be “cause and effect of itself” implies that we are here
dealing with an elaboration of the elementary structure of the hypothet-
ical form of logical judgment (viz., “if A, then B”) that underlies the
basic concept of causality.

5 One way to conceive of this higher, presumably infinite, perspective is
through a geometrical analogy. We have characterized mechanical
causality as a linear formation of the elemental “if A, then B” logical
format, and teleological causality as a circular formation of that format.
If we conceive of this difference as analogous to the qualitative one
between a line and circle, then a compatibility between the two forms
of causality can be visualized analogically by considering how a circle
can transform into a line, if one demarcates some finite segment of the
circle and then observes how it flattens out as the circle’s diameter is
constantly increased. As the circle’s size increases, the curvature of the
finitely-demarcated segment proportionally decreases; when the diame-
ter is extended to infinity, the curvature becomes zero and would para-
doxically turn into a straight line. This reflection is from Nicholas of
Cusa (1401–64), who maintained that the circle and the line coincide in
the infinite, and who associated God with the infinite and with the coin-
cidence of opposites.

6 Kant added “(a God)” in the second edition of late 1792. This could
very well mean “some deity or other,” i.e., “a god.”

7 These are the key ideas in Hegel’s aesthetics as well, and the present
discussion hints at how close Hegel’s aesthetics actually is to Kant’s.
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