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  INTRODUCTION: ART AND THE DISILLUSIONMENT IN REASON




  This book surveys sixteen theorists – mostly philosophers, but also representatives from literary criticism, psychiatry, classics, and history – whose work informs

  European aesthetics during the last two centuries. The arrangement is chronological on the whole, where the sequence of writers is further grouped according to their geographical origination and

  shared assumptions. For the sake of expository balance, the presentation divides evenly within each century between those who tend to respect reason’s capacities for enlightenment versus

  those who question its power. Reflected in their various conceptions of reason are ethical or political agendas that, as we shall see, usually predominate over their aesthetic views. Two broad

  strands of thought are consequently exposed, one rationalist and the other anti-rationalist, that extend side by side from 1790 to 1990, where our account ends, but where contemporary history also

  continues along the same dual tracks, albeit now more confusingly amalgamated. These are “broad” strands, for each thinker embodies a particular proportion of rational and anti-rational

  aspects which render the comparisons and contrasts between them more subtle and often less oppositional.




  This expository design reflects a seminal theme that extends across these 200 years and illuminates this time-segment of aesthetic theorizing, namely, the disagreement over the nature and value

  of reason. During the Enlightenment and culminating in the French Revolution, reason reaches a point where it is celebrated absolutely as the essence of God himself, or simply as the new God to

  replace those of traditional religions, and in particular Christianity. Optimistic applications of reason in science, politics, social organizations, and psychology – a trend that continues

  today – are prescribed here as the most truth-oriented and advisable ways to understand and manage our surroundings. Such ideals inhere in some of the French Revolution’s advocates and

  sadly, eventual victims, such as the Marquis de Condorcet (1743–94).




  The French Revolution’s descent into a Reign of Terror left subsequent thinkers perplexed about how reason could turn irrationally and violently upon itself. Some philosophers, such as G.

  W. F. Hegel, reacted by developing a new, conflict-absorbing conception of reason – a reconciliatory and integrative style of rationality based on the structure of self-consciousness –

  upon which to ground a more comprehensive vision of metaphysical truth and social harmony, as well as a position on beauty and art in human history. Others, such as Friedrich Nietzsche, regarded

  excessive reason as mainly a source of illusion and illness, despite how it can console weaker souls, often through art, in the face of the world’s irrationality. Notwithstanding the

  contrasting attitudes towards reason that Hegel and Nietzsche represent, most theorists of the time share the idea – one that endures to the present, and which accounts for much contemporary

  interest in aesthetic theory – that a resurrection of art and beauty offers a means to greater insight and social salvation. Some link art and beauty to reason in a continued pursuit

  of Enlightenment ideals, whereas others establish a sharp antagonism between poetry and science, but both camps regard art as a means of rescue and recovery. Virtually all of the thinkers in this

  study assign ethical, political, and pedagogical roles to beauty and art, roles which govern their aesthetic theories, sometimes to the point where aesthetic values are rendered dramatically

  subservient, as in Marxist aesthetics.




  Our survey of European aesthetics is further informed by how the last decade of the eighteenth century and the first decade of the nineteenth century marked the emergence of an increasingly

  historically-oriented style of thinking – one that leads to a more down-to-earth and, in some cases, amoral appreciation of the physical world, including the human body, and eventually to

  philosophical movements such as twentieth-century phenomenology and existentialism. In conjunction with this, the notion of the “unconscious” begins to gain intellectual currency at the

  beginning of the nineteenth century, soon precipitating an attention to instinct, feelings, life-forces, inspiration, sexuality, violence and, broadly speaking, some of the more uncomfortable

  dimensions of human nature, as we see in Freud’s view.




  Insofar as the Reign of Terror of 1793–94 reveals how reason can support an exclusionary and terrifying system of order, undermining its attractive presentation as a well-motivated,

  clear-thinking, and praiseworthy source of social ideals, we can use it as a benchmark for the outset of reason’s loss of status which structures the history of aesthetics during the cultural

  period we are considering. Nietzsche and Heidegger notably represent this suspicion of reason, since both look back to the roots of rationalistic thinking, and identify the ancient Greek culture

  that was contemporary with Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle as the initial point where reason first became tyrannical. Foucault is yet another theorist who identifies a violent side to reason. For

  him, this aspect presents itself at the outset of the Enlightenment, when those whom society had deemed unreasonable, such as the mentally ill, the infirm, and the unemployed, were indiscriminately

  incarcerated and treated with degrading cruelty, as at the Hôpital Général in Paris which opened in 1656.




  Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and in light of the French Revolution’s failure to preserve a sense of universal human respect, a mistrust of human reason tempers the

  reception of the tremendous advances in the sciences that were simultaneously taking place. In almost every instance, the theorists who write on art and aesthetics embody a discord inherent in the

  spirit of these times, expressed in the problem of how to assign a positive value to scientific attitudes as they admittedly reveal the laws of nature and bestow great controlling powers over our

  environment, while they simultaneously dehumanize people to the status of numerical values in cost–benefit analyses, or as cog-like wage-laborers in an impersonal factory mechanism, or as the

  faceless members of a social organization, or as bodies of unemployed flesh. Reason, once considered to be God, transforms for many during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, into a tyrant to

  be resisted, typically and consistently through non-rational means, among which is the weapon of art. Hence, we witness the efforts to dethrone reason that generate the pronouncement that God is

  “dead.” Just as the French Revolutionaries decapitated their monarchs in 1793, an impressive series of nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers aim to decapitate the ideals that had

  rationally constructed the Revolutionaries’ very guillotine.




  These global considerations set the stage for the present narrative, which, through the examination of specific thinkers, traces the roles of beauty and art across two centuries of theorizing.

  It illustrates within the context of aesthetic theory how, for example, the values accorded to art and beauty in Nazi Germany were not aberrations or exceptions to a supposedly more powerful,

  civilized, and humane trend that had been brewing in European society, but were the exaggerated and superficially instantiated extensions of respectable and entrenched outlooks that are present at

  the French Revolution’s outset, and in Kant, Schiller, Hegel, and Marx. In the Nazi instance, the more fiendish side of reason bursts forth with oppressive intolerance. An important strand of

  Nazi art nonetheless remains well situated within the neoclassical tradition, as it celebrates perfectly formed human bodies, and as, in a Reign of Terror of its own, it detests all forms that vary

  from its mathematical and unrealistically demanding ideals.




  Within this context of the various attempts to dethrone reason over the last two centuries, as they stand historically side by side with inspiring scientific advances, we will survey an

  assortment of attitudes towards art and beauty. Insofar as it can be opposed to art, beauty traditionally bears a close relationship to rationality in light of its formal balances and proportions,

  and we will see how beauty slowly loses favor as a positive aesthetic ideal, and is replaced by alternative values that center upon creativity, ingenuity, virtuosity, playfulness, and

  expressiveness.




  The constellations and degrees of support versus antagonism towards reason among our theorists vary, as their diversity resembles a museum exhibition of artworks that devote themselves to the

  same general theme. Each can be appreciated as part of a wider historical trend, while each also stands on its own as expressive of an innovative vision of the world. So, in addition to setting the

  various aesthetic theories within the historical context of reason’s oppressive turn over the last couple of centuries, the rise of historically oriented theorizing and the strong influence

  of ethical and political agendas, each chapter constitutes a small world of its own, relatively isolated from the others for the sake of a more self-sufficient appreciation and potential academic

  use. Our study focuses on the contents of the respective philosophical theories and theorists, and although it develops a picture of the overall historical development thereby, it does not provide

  a detailed history of aesthetics during this period, as might be written by a historian, which would require a different style, contain less philosophy, and extend for a longer

  length.1




  Underlying the sequence of individual expositions, the organizing theme is that during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries a profound ambivalence towards reason inheres in most of the

  aesthetic theories and respective cultural formations, noticeable in a number of ways: (1) the search for universality and fixed truth, often associated with morality, conflicts with a more earthy

  sense of transient, instinctually driven and contingently occurring history; (2) the traditional definition of human beings as rational animals conflicts with the growing realization that we are

  biologically and psychologically constituted by accidental and rationally unfathomable feral energies; (3) the efficiency and attractiveness of regarding people as scientific objects, not to

  mention the awesome successes of theoretical physics, conflicts with our basic sense of human respect; and (4) the pleasures and security afforded by the perception of beauty conflicts with the

  association of beauty’s systematic form with fascism and oppression.




  This narrative of European aesthetics from 1790 to 1990 reveals the more distressing question of whether the alternatives to rational inquiry afforded by artistic creativity and poetic

  consciousness are even more dangerous than the forms of rationalism they intend to replace. Without objective criteria to establish a reliable community of opinion, with appeals merely to insight,

  intuition, and a prescribed openness to new dimensions of the world alone, the opportunities for being ideologically misled are multiplied. The upshot is a double bind, where reason becomes plagued

  by objectionably oppressive systematicity, and where poetic and artistic awareness become too complacent towards propaganda.




  This double bind is the maddening koan of our times, raising contemporary anxiety about humanity’s future as globalization begins to touch everyone, and as scientifically grounded means of

  surveillance slowly saturate our experience. Within the short span of an hour, these means can range from the recordings of one’s internet web browsing at home, to the computer chips in

  one’s mobile telephones and automobile GPS mechanisms that emit traceable signals as one drives to the grocery store, to the speed cameras that await at the traffic intersections, to the

  surveillance cameras attached to the store’s ceiling, to the recording in some distant database of one’s payment with a credit card, and to the potential satellite photograph of

  one’s return back home. At home, one turns on the television to watch a news program or political presentation that has been constructed by professionals well-seasoned in the psychological

  techniques of persuasion. This is the contemporary form of social dilemma that motivates many of our writers, each of whom considers how art either contributes to it or helps resolve it.




  Given the limited space within which this survey of European aesthetic theory must be presented, sixteen major thinkers have been selected. Inevitably, some philosophers worthy of inclusion are

  treated in less detail and only in passing. The diversity of views presented here amongst the sixteen, though, should establish a solid foundation upon which any other aesthetics-sensitive thinkers

  of the time period can be approached usefully, such as Schelling, Wagner, Lukács, Marcuse, Lyotard, Merleau-Ponty, Dufrenne, and Bakhtin. Although there is no specific chapter devoted to

  Jean-Paul Sartre’s view on art, he appears substantially in this book.




  In connection with the nineteenth-century philosophers especially, it is difficult to appreciate their aesthetic theories without being familiar with the metaphysical theories within which they

  are situated. One of the major drawbacks of many studies of nineteenth-century aesthetics and aestheticians is that the expositions commence with the aesthetic theories themselves, in abstraction

  from the metaphysical theories from which they grew, like flowers clipped from their roots and stems. Atypically for a book on aesthetics, some of our chapters self-consciously spend extra time

  providing an exposition of the philosopher’s metaphysical outlook, before introducing his aesthetic theory. The chapter on Hegel’s aesthetics is exemplary, and requires patience. The

  aesthetics of Marx, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Freud are also presented in this contextualized manner, adding some depth to their aesthetic theories by sketching the wider philosophical theories

  in which they are embedded.




  Kant’s aesthetic theory – a theory in reference to which subsequent thinkers are either sympathetic or antagonistic – grounds most of the reflection on art and beauty that

  takes place during the 200 years following its publication, so the opening chapter on Kant is more detailed than the others. The treatments of the twentieth-century thinkers tend to be more

  focused, and, in most cases, they attend to one or two of the thinker’s most influential aesthetic writings, where these stand as the model for the rest of their discussions. Derrida –

  who published many volumes of work during his lifetime – is the most obvious instance, where we attend closely to his lengthy and controversial treatment of an 1886 painting by Vincent van

  Gogh, A Pair of Shoes.




  Within the context of ascertaining the value of reason, the history of European aesthetics from 1790 to 1990 is significantly motivated by the effort to understand the roles of beauty and art in

  connection with morality and with a variety of conceptions of the good society, wherein the respectively preferred moral values are to be instantiated. In this focus upon art and society, the

  theories usually have implicit answers to theoretical questions such as “What is art?,” “What is good art?,” “What is the nature of artistic expression?,”

  “What is an artistic genius?,” “How do works of art express emotion?,” “Which qualities of artworks are aesthetically relevant and which are not?,” “What

  is the value of popular art versus fine art?,” “What is the relationship between art and metaphysical knowledge?” and, “What is the nature of artistic creativity?” The

  answers to such questions will appear as they arise within the context of each theorist, as opposed to their being separated for singular thematic attention, as one might do in a more topically

  centered study.




  After surveying how over the past 200 years a leading determinant of European aesthetic theories is the question of whether to value reason positively or negatively – and in conjunction

  with this, the ethical, political, and pedagogical roles assigned to art – we will conclude that this preoccupation has obscured the more fundamental fact that both rationalistic and

  non-rationalistic modes of expression are inherently double-aspected. Either mode can humanize or dehumanize, so neither is prima facie preferable to the other, as most theorists have

  assumed. This requires us to set aside the simple answer to the question of how to develop the powers of judgment, taste, and wisdom for achieving the social goals that motivate most of the

  theorists we are considering, where the standard choice would be to adhere predominantly to either reason or its opposite. There are no easy prescriptions in aesthetic education, and following the

  interests of the writers in our study, the limited suggestion will be that headway can be made by considering artistic ways to cultivate trust, interdependency, and sharing among people, in an

  effort to enlighten our place in the world. If one is interested in using art as a means for social improvement, as were most of the intellectual figures we will discuss, then one can try

  positively to cultivate trust, or try more modestly to clear the way for trust with art that conveys an intelligent social critique.




  





  Part I




  

    1790–1900


  




  





  1




  THE BEAUTY OF UNIVERSAL AGREEMENT




  Immanuel Kant




  Consider this scenario: intending to strike up some friendly conversation at a dinner gathering, one mentions casually how a vase of brightly colored flowers so pleasantly

  enhances the table’s appearance. Not everyone agrees. Someone mumbles the word “garish,” and a mildly devilish voice at the end of the table quotes a poem about the “faint,

  sickening scent of irises.” Steering away from the conflict, one praises the chef’s talents to draw attention to the excellent food. Some people report, unfortunately, that the

  vegetables are soggy and the meat tough. With tensions on the rise, one then, having noted the wine’s rarity, extols its virtues, imagining how heads will nod in an easy-going accord. This is

  met with a remark about the wine’s insipid taste. Only a short step from submitting that, indeed, there is no disputing about tastes, one mentions the intriguing spiral designs on the nearby

  wallpaper, almost in jest. The group turns, and a strange silence settles as each person quietly reflects upon the geometrical patterns ... It is exactly here, in the playfully aimless formal

  designs, so suggestively intelligent, that Kant’s aesthetics offers some hope for agreement.




  1. SPACE, TIME AND LOGIC




  Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) expresses an interest in beauty and sublimity in his Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime as early as the 1760s, but

  his reputation as the father of modern aesthetics resides in his Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790) – a work composed and published almost three decades later. This is the

  third of his highly influential Critiques, all of which reflect and develop Kant’s intellectual breakthrough in the early 1780s that defines the philosophical tenor of his mature

  writings. These three Critiques, namely, the Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1787), the Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and the Critique of the Power of

  Judgment (1790) are shaped by an assumption that runs contrary to the British empiricist views of the late 1600s and early 1700s. Kant maintains that when our minds passively receive

  sensations, those sensations do not simply and immediately reflect the world’s physical objects, as if the mind were a mirror or blank sheet of paper.




  Our knowledge may begin with sensory experience, Kant acknowledges, but our mind does not compare well to a blank sheet of paper upon which sensory experience writes its messages or impresses

  its information. We have additionally, so he observes, a set of fixed intellectual capacities through which we actively transform those raw sensations, such as tiny bits of color, texture, sound,

  odor, and taste, into comprehensible objects of awareness, such as tables and chairs. Sensations may vary in quality from person to person and from circumstance to circumstance, but they are

  processed and organized according to mechanisms that he believes operate identically in everyone. Kant’s theory of beauty draws our attention to those shared mechanisms and, importantly, to

  the universal feelings they emit during their operations.




  This conception of the human mind may seem obvious, for it is difficult to deny that a cat must think like a cat, a dog like a dog, a bird like a bird, and a human like a human. The originality

  and radicality of Kant’s theory of knowledge resides not exactly here, but in his inventory of the mechanisms that supposedly define our human nature and according to which we organize our

  sensations. His view is innovative, although he remains in perfect line with the history of Western philosophy that defines human beings as rational animals.




  For instance, humans apprehend natural events in logical, causal terms: when experiencing two events in close sequence, we imagine that one causes the other, and until proven otherwise, we

  suppose that the events are causally related, even if the exact pathways are unclear. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine how any event could lack a cause, although as an abstract

  possibility it is not impossible to hypothesize that some event could happen spontaneously, out of nowhere. It is not inconsistent to think so, but the possibility remains intellectually

  bewildering. Kant believes that with respect to our logical nature, we have no choice but to interpret our experience in terms of the principle that every event has a cause, which implies that we

  cannot but expect our experience to be scientifically understandable and predictable. This is a point about how we are constituted to think about things, rather than how those things are in

  themselves.




  More radical than the proposition that for us, every event must have a cause, is Kant’s innovative and hallmark position that space and time are among the forms we use to

  organize our sensations, and, most extremely, that space and time are nothing more. This is not to deny that there is a mind-independent reality. There is a reality beyond our ken, but Kant insists

  that our experience of it as being spatio-temporal tells us nothing about its true nature. We can only know how this mind-independent reality appears to us humans, not how it is in itself.




  Strange-sounding at first, Kant’s idea is not as alien to our common conceptions as it might seem. Supposing that God is a being that in itself is beyond space and time, then if God were

  to communicate with humans, this communication would need to occur within the parameters of our finite human world. It must at least occur at some time. To relate to us, God’s presence would

  have to assume a temporal aspect, and perhaps a spatial one as well, even though neither aspect would characterize what God is like in itself. Kant accordingly maintains that we have a public,

  spatio-temporal experience of a mind-independent reality that is beyond time and space.




  Kant’s philosophical position that space and time are merely subjective forms of sensory awareness, common to all humans, is attractive for a reason that bears on his aesthetic theory:

  when experiencing any given object, these spatio-temporal features are identical for everyone. For a crowd of people watching the final seconds of a sports event, the dramatic movement and location

  of the time-clock is objectively the same for everyone in the crowd. The universally shared quality of time and space establishes an agreement among our experiences, unlike the situation where the

  group of people at our dinner party all taste the same wine and food, and yet disagree about whether the food or drink is pleasurable to their palate.




  We have spoken about Kant’s views on space and time, because the public quality and invariant structure of space and time are at the heart of his aesthetics. By focusing our attention on

  an object’s spatial and temporal configuration, he establishes a ground for universal agreement in some important kinds of aesthetic judgments, namely, those concerning pure, or

  truth-oriented, beauty. Establishing the theoretical grounds for this universal agreement is one of his leading philosophical interests. Having argued in his Critique of Pure Reason that

  geometrical relationships express the qualities of space, and that mathematical relationships express the qualities of time, he invokes these relationships to ground the universal agreement that is

  attainable in judgments of pure beauty.




  These objective considerations inform Kant’s aesthetic theory, since he regards geometry and mathematics as formal specifications of space and time, and since he argues that space and time

  are invariant forms of human experience. The result is this: if someone attends purely and exclusively to the geometrical relationships and/or mathematical relationships in an object –

  whether the object happens to be a snowflake, tulip, painting, sculpture, or wallpaper design – that person can be sure that in principle, other people can apprehend the same formal

  relationships and, as Kant argues, feel exactly the same way about the object’s design. By referring to this special kind of universal feeling, Kant’s aesthetics concerns

  itself primarily with establishing the basis for universal agreement in judgments of beauty, along with a conception of beauty that corresponds to empirical truth.




  2. JUDGMENTS OF PURE BEAUTY AND UNIVERSAL AGREEMENT




  Writing in the late 1700s, Kant is captivated by a rigorous conception of knowledge that he inherited from René Descartes (1596–1650). Descartes had been frustrated

  by the tensions between his Roman Catholicism and the newly emerging sciences of his day, and he aimed to settle their differences through a valiant attempt to set aside all of his prior beliefs,

  hoping to discover a fresh and unprejudiced foundation for his philosophizing. To this end, he prescribed a “method of doubt” in his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641)

  through which he presumed to be false, any belief that could be subject to the slightest uncertainty, even if he had to introduce wild conjectures to discern this doubt. At one extreme point, he

  wondered what, if anything, would remain indubitable if a powerful evil demon were trying to confound his reasoning at every possible turn.




  Descartes sought a belief that could resist this relentlessly skeptical attitude, and, realizing that sometimes his senses deceived him, he set aside all beliefs based on sensation. This led him

  to imagine the entire physical world as possibly illusory, and himself as perhaps nothing more than a disembodied spirit. Realizing further that he sometimes made errors in reasoning, he set aside

  all beliefs based on methodical, step-by-step thought-sequences as well, which include elementary mathematical truths such as 2 + 2 = 4. After having thus eliminated – so he believed

  – all of his sensation-based and logic-based beliefs, it dawned on him that although he now found himself with almost nothing left in which to believe, he could not doubt that he was then

  actively engaged in the process of doubting, as he observed himself setting aside all of these common beliefs, type by type. That very awareness confirmed his presence to himself. Descartes

  concluded that whenever he stated it, the proposition “I think, I exist” is certain, and he proceeded to rest his positive philosophy upon this foundational act of self-awareness, as if

  it were unshakeable bedrock.




  By the time we reach Kant’s philosophy almost 150 years later, this unyielding Cartesian quest for certainty had been transformed into a search for propositions that are universal and

  necessary. Here, mere probability will not suffice: if the subject under consideration lacks a necessary foundation, then we must conclude that there is no genuine knowledge of that subject.

  Different types of necessity nonetheless can be distinguished. There is the conceptual or logical necessity that if someone is a bachelor, then the person is male and unmarried. There is the

  psychological necessity of feeling pain, if boiling water splashes onto one’s normally functioning hand. There is the mathematical necessity that 2 + 2 = 4, not to mention the

  geometrical necessity that the angles in a Euclidean triangle add up to 180 degrees. Yet another type of necessity – and the one central to our discussion of Kant’s aesthetics –

  is the necessity of having to be consistent with the kind of being one is. An apple tree necessarily produces apples, and not oranges.




  If we assume with Kant and most of the Western philosophical tradition that human beings are essentially rational animals, then our rational quality cannot be set aside. Given his historical

  position, Kant characterizes our rationality in reference to the elements of Aristotelian logic, and maintains that as rational animals, we are logical beings who organize our sensations according

  to basic logical patterns (for example, “If A, then B” or “This individual S has some general quality P”). As finite beings, as noted

  above, we also organize our sensations in accord with spatial and temporal patterns. That our knowledge must adhere to these forms of space, time, and logic is an epistemological necessity, that

  is, a necessity relative to how we are constituted to know things. Our condition compares to the apple tree that, if it produces fruit, it must necessarily produce apples.




  It took Kant some time to discern how the epistemological necessity of space, time, and Aristotelian logic could be reflected in aesthetic judgments, which he defined as judgments based entirely

  on feeling. Having been influenced by the eighteenth-century British empiricist tradition in aesthetics, as we find in the writings of the Earl of Shaftesbury (Anthony Ashley Cooper)

  (1671–1713), Joseph Addison (1672–1719), Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746), Alexander Gerard (1728–95), Edmund Burke (1729–97), Archibald Alison (1757–1839), and

  David Hume (1711–76), aesthetic judgments had always appeared to Kant to have a contingent foundation in sensory feeling that varies inevitably from individual to individual, not to mention

  very little connection to scientific truth. Depending upon how a person’s eyes, ears, nose, tongue, or basic skin sensitivity happens to be structured, a person’s feelings and aesthetic

  judgments will differ. Some people will enjoy the smell of roses, some will not; some people will delight in the taste of wine, others will not; some will take pleasure in the sound of a flute,

  while others will love trumpets, and so on. In light of such examples, and at first believing that sensory feelings encompassed all aesthetic judgments, Kant assumed for decades that it is

  pointless to dispute about tastes – and also not much point in philosophizing about them – since it is absurd to expect someone whose tongue, nose, eye, or ear is structured differently

  from one’s own to feel and enjoy exactly the same foods, drinks, aromas, paintings and music as oneself. On this conception, judgments of beauty are not referring to what is objectively

  “out there” for everyone to appreciate.




  Kant’s original view that judgments of taste have an exclusively sensory basis is evident in his critical assessment of his German rationalist predecessor, Alexander Baumgarten

  (1714–62), the theorist who first used the term “aesthetics” to refer to the study of beauty in relation to a “science of perception”:




  

    

      The Germans are the only ones who presently use the word “aesthetics” to refer to what others call the critique of taste. This stems from a failed hope, held by

      Baumgarten, that excellent analytical thinker, of bringing the critical treatment of beauty under rational principles, and raising its rules to a science. But this effort is fruitless. The

      rules or criteria in mind here are, as far as their main sources are concerned, merely empirical, and therefore can never serve as determinate a priori laws, according to which our

      judgment of taste must be directed. To the contrary, our judgment is the true test of the correctness of the rules.2


    


  




  Assuming that aesthetic judgments are about how something makes us feel, and acknowledging that feelings about roses, beer, flute sounds, and the like depend upon the structure

  of a person’s sense organs, and hence vary from person to person, Kant believed that if all aesthetic judgments are based on sensory feelings, then disputing about tastes is

  pointless, since the judgments lack universality, necessity, or any kind of scientific basis. He never departed from this position, from this “if.” Qualifying his view, however, was a

  crucial realization in 1787 that a special group of aesthetic judgments are not based on sensory feelings.3 Prior to attaining this realization relatively late in life

  – he was sixty-three at the time – he focused his philosophizing on more productive subject matters such as science and morality that do, in fact, yield judgments that are universal and

  necessary, and he set aesthetics into the background. The results were his Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1787) and his Critique of Practical Reason (1788), mentioned above. When

  he published the Critique of the Power of Judgment in 1790, he was sixty-six years old.




  Before Kant developed his more innovative views about how some aesthetic judgments are based on a kind of non-sensory feeling, he had succeeded in characterizing a different kind of

  non-sensory feeling at the basis of moral judgments, namely, the feeling of self-respect that we have for ourselves as rational beings. This is not a sensory feeling, for it is grounded

  solely in our intellect. It thus carries a necessity that sensory feelings lack, and it is a superior feeling for this reason. For instance, if there are conflicting demands between moral feelings

  and sensory feelings, the moral feelings always have the power to prevail, since (for Kant) they derive from our unconditional, rational qualities, whereas the sensory feelings derive from our

  variable physical conditions.




  Sensory feelings do not entail any activities that we ought to engage in unconditionally, and, to illustrate this weakness, Kant offers the following example in his second Critique:

  although an intimidating death threat might easily persuade someone to stop engaging in extraneous sensory pleasures, the threat might be powerless to coerce someone into telling a lie that would

  deliver an innocent neighbor fatally to corrupt authorities. A person subject to such bullying might choose rationally to sacrifice himself, rather than send an innocent neighbor to his

  death.4




  Since moral feelings require us to know what sort of object or situation we are judging, they are not feelings of beauty. When Kant reflects upon the nature of beauty, he discerns that to find

  something purely beautiful, we need not know what kind of thing it is, for the judgment requires merely registering how the thing’s abstract design – whatever sort of thing it happens

  to be – makes us feel. This leads him to appreciate that whatever the nature of the feelings that ground judgments of beauty happen to be, they differ from the non-sensory feelings that

  ground moral judgments. Only two possibilities follow: either judgments of beauty are based on a kind of non-sensory feeling that is distinct from moral feeling, or they are based on sensory

  feelings such as pleasant scents, textures, and tastes.




  Kant’s theories of science and morality define the intellectual mood of his philosophy, given how they rest upon universal and necessary principles. We can appreciate this atmosphere in

  the conclusion of his second Critique, the Critique of Practical Reason, where he mentions how two things constantly fill his mind with admiration and awe, the more and more he

  thinks of them: the starry heavens above (that is, the laws of nature) and the moral law within. Kant is awed by the existence of two distinct realms of law, one outer and one inner. Science

  follows the mechanical laws of cause and effect; morality respects the more generally rational, but nonetheless unconditional (or categorical) imperative to act such that the rule under which

  one’s action falls can be a universal law for everyone. The Kantian philosophy’s supreme task is to reveal the possibility of perfect cooperation between these two realms of law, and

  his aesthetic theory serves this purpose of integrating what is, with what ought to be.




  Having identified a non-sensory, universal and necessary feeling at the basis of morality, we would expect Kant to search for a corresponding non-sensory, universal, and necessary feeling at the

  basis of scientific inquiry. This is the feeling of pure, or truth-oriented, beauty that he discerns in 1787, which is based on the apprehension of spatio-temporal configurations that are, in

  principle, publicly accessible to everyone. The feeling of pure beauty arises at a higher level of generality than is required for the formulation of any specific scientific laws, however, for it

  expresses simply the basic mental disposition that scientific knowledge requires for its realization.




  Specifically, the feeling of pure beauty occurs at the level of elementary cognitive functioning where two complementary aspects of the mind pleasurably resonate as they operate together, poised

  to produce knowledge of the physical world in reference to spatio-temporal configurations. These are (1) “the imagination” (die Einbildungskraft), which is the faculty through

  which our sensations coalesce to produce an object’s rudimentary sensory image, and (2) “the understanding” (der Verstand), the faculty that applies concepts to that

  sensory image for the sake of comprehending it as a thing of a certain kind.




  The feeling of pure beauty functions consequently as a mental gauge that, through the pleasurable intensity of the felt harmony between the imagination and understanding, indicates the potential

  knowability of a given object. It reflects how cognitively at home we are in relation to some given object’s formal design. The beauty-related aspect of this attunement between the

  imagination and the understanding does not involve specifying what kind of thing the object happens to be; it is a general feeling that issues from a detached, impartial and completely open-minded

  response to the object’s spatio-temporal form. The feeling reveals in relation to that object, that our cognitive faculties are working in harmony well enough to know the object effectively

  in a scientific sense. The judgment is always a matter of degree. Within Kant’s aesthetics, the baseline position on judgments of beauty depends, in sum, upon these cognitive considerations.

  Judgments of pure beauty rest upon the feeling of harmony between the cognitive faculties (the imagination and the understanding) as these faculties are jointly geared towards some given object in

  the appreciation of its abstract design.




  One of Kant’s leading aesthetic distinctions, then, is between feelings of pure beauty as opposed to sensory feelings, since unlike sensory feelings, we can assume everyone can

  feel those related to pure beauty to the same degree in relation to an object’s design. These feelings depend only on how the common structures of our minds are directed towards knowing some

  thing, where what we attend to in the thing is its configuration of objective, scientifically relevant, spatio-temporal qualities, that is, what some British empiricists (John Locke, for example)

  refer to as primary qualities such as extension, figure, and motion. Kant’s main discovery in aesthetics emphasizes how, in reference to an object’s appearance, the way it makes us feel

  has not only a sensory dimension that can vary from person to person, but, more importantly, a non-sensory, formal dimension that is invariant between people and is the basis for universal

  agreement. The object’s pure beauty is a reflection of this invariance.




  Three types of feelings are thus distinguishable, and they can occur together in various mixtures, as we will see below: (1) sensory feelings; (2) intellectually based feelings that involve

  knowing what sort of thing we are judging; (3) intellectually based feelings that do not involve knowing what sort of thing we are judging, namely, feelings of pure beauty. We can also refer to the

  latter as feelings of truth-oriented beauty in that the qualities of the object to which we are attending (namely spatial and/or temporal qualities related to the object’s design) are

  objectively valid for everyone. As Kant defines it, pure beauty is truth-oriented insofar as the feeling of pure beauty in relation to a given object gauges our capacity to acquire scientific

  knowledge, or empirical truth.




  We are now getting a glimpse of how Kant is chiefly concerned with identifying a universal and necessary dimension within the sphere of aesthetic judgments for the sake of advancing our

  understanding of the interrelationships between science and morality. A manifestation of this interest is his emphasis, as we have been discussing, upon establishing the possibility of

  universal agreement in judgments of pure beauty. Since Kant has identified a non-sensory feeling that is associated with some aesthetic judgments, he distinguishes between aesthetic judgments

  that are based on feelings that vary from person to person, from those that are not. The former are “aesthetic judgments of sensation”; the latter, aesthetic judgments of beauty, or as

  he often describes them, “judgments of taste,” which admit of universal agreement. For the sake of terminological clarity, we will refer to judgments of taste as judgments of pure

  beauty, or as judgments of truth-oriented beauty in the sense mentioned above.




  To appreciate the non-sensory feelings that ground our judgments of pure beauty, it helps to recall that according to Kant, the universal and necessary qualities of the human mind are only

  formal qualities, like the contours of a cookie-cutter in relation to the dough it cuts. These lack sensory content and can be described as innate structures, forms, functions, or ways of

  organizing our given sensations. In judgments of pure beauty, we accordingly attend only to an object’s formal qualities, to ensure that our judgment will resonate only with those of the

  object’s qualities that we know everyone can identically experience, like a stopwatch’s hand that moves objectively at a sports event. These qualities center upon the

  object’s spatio-temporal design, and involve the object’s sensory content only to the extent that it illuminates that formally defined design.




  3. PURE BEAUTY, VULGAR BEAUTY, ADHERENT BEAUTY AND BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE




  Kant’s account of judgments of beauty rests significantly upon his leading observation that to judge a thing’s pure beauty we need not know what kind of thing it is.

  It is necessary only to consider how the object’s design makes us feel, and however we describe that feeling, concepts of the object’s kind should not enter substantially into the

  account. Moreover, since judgments of pure beauty limit themselves to an object’s mere appearance, this appearance could be that of an actual object, a dream image, or a self-conscious

  construction of fantasy. From wherever the images derive, if two images appear exactly the same, then their degree of pure beauty is exactly the same. Judgments of pure beauty, in other words, are

  disinterested in the sense that whether or not the judgment’s object actually exists, it has nothing to do with the image’s pure beauty. Judgments of pure beauty are

  consequently not identical to judgments of natural beauty. Dream images can be purely beautiful, and equally so, although they are only creatures of the imagination.




  We can now summarize Kant’s account of judgments of pure beauty, upon which the remainder of his aesthetic theory rests. When making a judgment of pure beauty, we must disregard: (1) the

  kind of object that we have before us; (2) whether or not the object actually exists; and (3) the object’s sensory content (for example, its color, its odor, its taste, and its felt texture).

  The object’s formal design remains to reflect upon, and, when reflecting on that design, we judge by the very feeling of how well it resonates with our cognitive, scientifically oriented

  faculties. The object is subsequently said to be beautiful, or not beautiful, or more precisely, beautiful to this or that intensity, depending upon the intensity of the felt resonance.




  Kant’s association of judgments of pure beauty with the forms of space and time stems from his discussion of space and time in the Critique of Pure Reason, where he highlights the

  forms of space and time by performing a series of abstractions from conceptual and sensory content. These abstractions perfectly match what is required to make judgments of pure beauty. He

  writes:




  

    

      In the transcendental aesthetic we shall, therefore, first isolate sensibility, by removing from it everything that the understanding thinks through its concepts,

      so that nothing but empirical intuition is left. Secondly, we shall also remove from this, everything that belongs to sensation, so that nothing remains except pure intuition and the mere form

      of appearances, which is all that sensibility can supply a priori. Through this investigation it will be found that there are two pure forms of sensible intuition, namely space and

      time, as principles of a priori knowledge, the evaluation of which we will now be concerned.5


    


  




  If we restrict our aesthetic judgment to an object’s spatio-temporal design, setting aside the conceptual and sensory constituents that vary from individual to individual,

  then other people can identify that same design, and should feel about the object exactly the same as we do, if they perform the same abstractions. Only by attending exclusively to the formal

  design can we expect others to have the same feeling about the object. Insofar as we are confident about having performed the requisite abstractions from concepts, existence, and sensory content,

  we may even demand that other people agree with our judgment and feel the same way. Such a demand is the result of having taken ourselves beyond differences in sensory organ structures to a more

  fundamental level of spatio-temporal apprehension that everyone shares, for this commonality grounds the expectation that others should agree with our judgments. In the experience of pure beauty,

  then, attention is given to the qualities of the object that, if they were features of an actual physical object, would be qualities relevant to scientific knowledge. The formal design is composed

  of objectively valid configurations, and this is the source of the universal agreement it supplies. Pure beauty, in sum, is about an object’s primary qualities, either real or apparent.




  Owing to this focus upon an object’s pure design, the attitude appropriate to making judgments of pure beauty is of the same kind that we would adopt – were we to attend more

  specifically to the kinds of objects that we were judging – if we were interested in formulating scientific laws that would apply to those objects. In this sense, the disinterested attitude

  required for making judgments of pure beauty serves as an aesthetic educator for scientific thinking, since through that disinterested attitude we become more mentally disposed to perform the types

  of abstractions that are useful to formulate scientific laws, both individually and as a system. The disinterested attitude required for making judgments of pure beauty also serves as an aesthetic

  educator for moral thinking, as we will see below. In Friedrich Schiller’s aesthetics, written only several years after the publication of the Critique of the Power of Judgment and

  inspired by Kant, the notion of aesthetic education along such moral lines is developed, as the next chapter will describe.




  Let us now consider the feeling of pure beauty in more detail. If this feeling is of the harmony of our cognitive faculties in view of an object’s spatio-temporal design, then insofar as

  the design makes us feel that we can obtain scientific knowledge of that object, we can ask what specific quality of that design is resonating so pleasurably with our cognitive faculties. Since the

  ultimate aim in acquiring scientific knowledge is to achieve a systematic comprehension of the world for the sake of predicting the future, formal designs whose configurations strongly suggest that

  they are the products of intentional activity, that is, that, through their form alone, express the presence of intelligent, systematic thinking as their source, will be the ones that produce the

  feeling of beauty most effectively. The pleasure in pure beauty, in other words, resides in the disinterested and immediate apprehension of systematic, spatio-temporal design.




  In Kant’s terminology, such beautiful designs exhibit a purposiveness (Zweckmäßigkeit) or designedness through their systematic form. Since we set aside considerations

  of the kind of object we are judging within the context of estimating pure beauty, this purposiveness cannot be specified, as would alternatively be the case if we were to consider the

  object’s purpose and relate the design to that purpose. The purposiveness at hand is a more generalized purposiveness “without a purpose” (Zweckmäßigkeit ohne

  Zweck) that arises at a higher level of abstraction. It is a merely formal systematicity that we apprehend, for example, in geometrically well-organized and creative patterns such as floral

  designs and arabesques that have no particular purpose. When the designs are complicated and yet systematic, they become examples of impressively beautiful arrangements, as in the structure of

  snowflakes or in the calligraphy typical of medieval illuminated manuscripts (Plate 1).




  To sum up: Kant’s inheritance of a rigorous Cartesian approach to knowledge generates a philosophical quest for judgments that are universal and necessary, and discovering such commonly

  shared judgments is one of his philosophy’s central concerns. Within the field of aesthetics, Kant considers how we would need to understand judgments of pure beauty, if they are to exhibit

  such a universality and necessity. To arrive at this, he realizes that we must disregard the object’s sensory appeal and its conceptual contents, restrict our judgment to the object’s

  formal design, and attend especially to the design’s inherent systematicity. The result is a formalistic aesthetics that coheres with scientific interests and with systematic interests of all

  kinds. It also coheres with Kant’s moral theory, which is also formalistic.




  A reasonable reaction to such a theory of pure beauty is to criticize it on several counts, the weightiest of which is its apparent inability to account satisfactorily for the artistic value of

  works that are rich in meaning, since the artworks’ meanings and values go far beyond their pure, scientifically grounded beauty that is related simply to an object’s spatio-temporal

  design. Hans-Georg Gadamer advances such an objection, as we will see in Chapter 12. Another drawback resides in how Kant’s restriction of judgments of pure beauty to considerations of

  formal, systematically organized design does not match some ordinary uses of the term “beauty.” Roses are paradigms of beauty, but Kant’s theory implies that a rose, if beautiful,

  can be genuinely or truly beautiful on account of neither its delicate colors, nor its petals’ soft texture, nor its seductively sweet aroma. Sunsets are also paradigms of beauty, but on

  Kant’s theory, if a sunset is genuinely or truly beautiful, it cannot be so on account of its bright colors, for he regards the colors as nothing more than charming sensory stimuli, whose

  appeal varies from person to person.6 Many of the objects that we typically pronounce to be beautiful prove themselves to be merely charming or pleasant within Kant’s

  theory of beauty, and this raises the question of how remote Kant’s theory of pure beauty is from ordinary conceptions of beauty.




  Kant denies that charming sensory qualities are beautiful, and upon those occasions when the beauty of formal design significantly mixes in with sensory charm, the object’s overall beauty

  can become crass or vulgar. One way to interpret this is to say that our ordinary language mentality – one that has entrenched the images of roses and sunsets into our standard vocabulary of

  beauty – is itself deficient in taste, despite the presence of what seems to be common agreement. Kant would remind us that some people find the smell of roses to be sickening, or the colors

  of some dramatic sunsets to be too loud. These cases cannot reflect universal agreement or any kind of true beauty, so the frame of mind that regards them as paradigmatic cases of beauty does not

  express a common taste in any strict sense. Such would be Kant’s estimation of situations where the pure beauty of formal design mixes with sensory charm beyond the point of merely

  highlighting the design, but extends to the point where the sensory charm predominates. This can be called “vulgar beauty.” It does not demand universal assent, and it includes some

  paradigmatic cases of beauty.




  In the complementary case where the pure beauty of formal design combines with conceptual factors, Kant offers an account that, owing to its connection with art and morality, resonates

  positively throughout the rest of his aesthetic theory. Within this kind of combination, the judgment of an object’s beauty rests initially upon the consideration of what sort of object we

  are judging, for example, whether it is a work of art, or whether it is a human being, or a horse, or a church. Here, the beauty adheres to, or depends upon, the concept of the

  object’s purpose, and Kant accordingly refers to this kind of beauty as adherent, or dependent, beauty. The term “adherent” is apt, since within these contexts the object’s

  beauty must respect the concept of the object’s kind. The beauty adheres to – in the double sense of “respecting” and “attaching itself to” – the kind of

  object under consideration. A few examples will illustrate what Kant has in mind.




  We can judge a thing’s beauty insofar as it is an object of a certain type and say that as a rose, the object (which is a rose) is beautiful, or that as a snowflake, the

  object (which is a snowflake) is beautiful. There might be a rose that has lost most of its petals, or a snowflake that has had some of its points broken, and yet as formal designs, they could

  still be very beautiful. They would not be very beautiful as roses or as snowflakes, though, since their forms would not measure up well to how roses or snowflakes ought to look. In the latter

  instances, the object’s limited beauty would adhere to the concept of a rose or snowflake, respectively.




  We can usually choose unproblematically to judge a thing’s beauty in a pure way, or in a way that adheres to the kind of thing it happens to be, as in the case of a rose or a snowflake.

  Sometimes, however, there is no reasonable choice to make, for some objects oblige us to recognize them as the kinds of objects that they are, on pain of violating a moral imperative.

  This, rather importantly, is the case for the aesthetic judgment of human beings according to Kant. We are morally required to show respect to other human beings, and if we were to judge their

  bodily configurations merely as formal designs while ignoring that we are judging the configuration of a human being, we would be displaying a lack of moral sensitivity. It would be tantamount to

  regarding the visually satisfying contours of a person’s body as being no different in kind from those of a visually satisfying rock formation. Since, for Kant, moral imperatives are

  unconditional, the demand to respect other people overrides any concern about their pure beauty. His consequent position is that we ought to judge a person’s beauty always in a specific and

  respectful manner, namely, as human beauty, so that our aesthetic judgment will adhere to the idea that humans are rational, moral beings, and, in conjunction with this, acknowledge

  nature’s plan for the ideal human bodily configuration.




  This requirement to recognize that human beauty must adhere to a moral concept explains why Kant objects to some forms of tattooing. Many tattoos are purely beautiful as abstract designs, but

  they can conflict with or obscure the body’s natural contours and lines of emotional display that Kant believes are consistent with moral expression and behavior. For this reason, he objects

  to the facial tattooing of the New Zealand Maoris, where the same kinds of beautifully circular figures that we see in the Lindisfarne Gospels design (Plate 1) are inscribed upon the human face

  (Plate 2).7




  Within the sphere of adherent beauty, Kant describes how a beautiful human being ought to be, stating that this ideal has two components, a physical one and a conceptual one. One component is

  the physical pattern that nature has in mind when producing human beings – a pattern, according to Kant, discernible in the rationalized bodily proportions typical of an ancient Greek

  sculpture (Plate 3). The other component is the idea of the human being as a rational and moral being. In the fusion of these two components, the ideal figure would be morally expressive while

  embodying nature’s pattern for the human form. Clean, physically well-contoured, virtuous-looking characters are good examples.




  The result is that for Kant, the most beautiful human beings will be attractive in both inner character and outer physical appearance – each will have a morally sound mind in a physically

  sound body – and their moral awareness will shine through in their bodily movements and overall shapes. Such people would be rational within and without.




  Implicit here is a vision of a beautiful society, populated by people with strong, attractively proportioned bodies who, owing to their good wills, express themselves in a rational manner. The

  rationality of natural physical proportions (the laws of nature without) and the rationality of non-natural, moral rationality (the moral law within) are fused together in this ideal of beauty

  – an ideal that more generally represents the harmony of science (or nature) and morality. In later chapters, and especially in the next chapter on Schiller, when we imagine an entire society

  of such people more concretely, we will see various developments and transformations of this idealization of the human being that is here represented initially and positively in Kant’s

  account of human beauty.




  With respect to Kant’s estimation of the aesthetic value of Maori tattoos and other such designs that allegedly conflict with how human beings ought to look, there is an open question

  regarding the extent to which the beautiful forms and associated satisfactions should be valued. It is implausible to assert that these should not be valued at all, as if we were speaking of

  pleasures that issue from thoroughly immoral behavior. Neither, however, is it plausible that they should be equally valued with those forms of satisfactions that do not violate moral dictates. As

  the situation stands, Kant’s position is that insofar as tattoos and other bodily modifications do not cohere with the natural ideal, the beautiful forms and satisfactions related to them are

  tainted. Since he regards moral dictates as unconditional, bodily modifications that conflict with moral expression would be objectionable, just as someone who maintained a severely naturalistic

  aesthetic would find unacceptable the depiction of dogs or human faces as bright green, blue, or purple.




  4. JUDGMENTS OF THE SUBLIME




  Kant’s theory of the sublime complements his theory of beauty, and together they strengthen the connections between aesthetics and morality. Unlike the experience of pure

  beauty, sublimity includes a dimension of pain, fear, or frustration. To regard as sublime a crashing thunderstorm, or an imposing mountain range, or an earthquake, it is necessary to overcome the

  fear of being hurt or killed. Only then can one appreciate the aesthetic qualities of the physically threatening phenomena. Starting from this observation about the sublime, Kant articulates a

  theory that reflects his philosophical interests and his account of how the mind operates. In particular, he describes the experience of the sublime in reference to the operations of the

  imagination and reason – which contrasts with the activity of the imagination and understanding that we encounter in the theory of beauty – and he ascribes value to the sublime

  experience in view of its capacity to accentuate moral awareness via the connection to reason.




  Kant identifies two general types of sublime experience – the “mathematically” sublime that involves the perception of intractably large objects or phenomena, and the

  “dynamically” sublime that involves the perception of overwhelmingly powerful objects or phenomena. Both types subject us to some sort of pain, fear, or frustration. When we

  aesthetically appreciate objects or phenomena of extremely large size, natural or artifactual – we can imagine here the infinite extent of time or space, the wide expanse of the ocean,

  extremely spacious buildings such as St. Peter’s Basilica, lengthy fortifications such as the Great Wall of China, or enormously weighty constructions such as the Pyramids – most

  perceivers will try to encompass the size with a single perceptual sweep. The inevitable failure and feeling of frustration reveals our imagination’s limited power. Concretely imagining the

  infinity of space is impossible, since it would take forever to picture ourselves literally passing through it all.




  To comprehend the object successfully, we must abandon our imagination and employ another mental function, namely, our “reason” as Kant conceives of it, whose purpose is to construct

  abstract ideas for the sake of comprehending totalities. As we more effectively comprehend the totality with a rational idea, the frustrations associated with the perceptual or imagination-related

  effort, transform into a satisfaction that arises through a shift of attention from sensory, to non-sensory, mental functions. Since, for Kant, our moral awareness resides within this sphere of

  non-sensory rational functions, he believes that the experience of the mathematically sublime ultimately reinforces moral awareness by stimulating a transition from the sensation-entrenched

  imagination to a more elevated, rational mode of awareness that stands at the threshold of morality.




  A comparable process occurs in the experience of the dynamically sublime, except that the concern is initially with our physical perishability rather than with our limited ability to comprehend

  excessively extensive expanses. As alluded to above in the initial examples of thunderstorms, mountains, and earthquakes, to experience the dynamical sublime it is necessary to overcome the fear of

  being seriously hurt or killed. Kant importantly believes that when we feel the threat of death, we can be awakened to a dimension within ourselves that is immune to physical threats.

  This, once again, is our reason, which is non-sensory and is the legislator of moral laws that prevail amidst all physical changes and threats.




  In the above two ways, the experience of the sublime serves as an aesthetic educator that directs our attention to our unconditional, more elevated, non-sensory moral selves. Kant believes that

  the experience of beauty significantly does the same, and with respect to beauty, there are yet further ways in which it reinforces our moral awareness, to which we will now turn. The first

  concerns how beauty is the expression of aesthetic ideas; the second, how it is the symbol of morality. From the discussion so far, though, we can already appreciate that Kant’s aesthetic

  theory fundamentally reinforces his moral theory.




  5. BEAUTY AS THE EXPRESSION OF AESTHETIC IDEAS




  After Kant describes pure beauty, human beauty, and the sublime, he attends to artistic creation and artistic beauty, both of which he characterizes further as the expression of

  “aesthetic ideas” (ästhetische Ideen) – a notion that is easy to misconstrue. Kant defines an aesthetic idea as an individual image, or creature of the imagination,

  that is highly resonant in meaning. It is not an abstract concept, as one might expect from the term “idea.” It is a metaphor-filled, multi-interpretable image, either artifactual or

  natural. For clarity’s sake, we will refer to aesthetic ideas as “rich aesthetic images.” According to Kant, such a presentation is a perceivable individual whose form and/or

  meaning stimulates more thought than can be determinately specified, like a literary text filled with suggestive metaphors. A rich aesthetic image is a visionary product and any individual artwork,

  if resonant in meaning, would embody the artist’s aesthetic idea, or artistic vision.




  One of Kant’s underlying intentions is to formulate a definition of beauty that corresponds to his original account of pure beauty (that is, that coincides with his main notions of

  purposiveness without a purpose, the harmony of the cognitive faculties, disinterestedness, and formal relationships), but which applies more effectively and obviously to works of fine art. He

  consequently asserts expansively that all beauty – whether it is pure beauty, natural beauty, or artistic beauty – is the expression of aesthetic ideas.




  Problems immediately arise, owing to the rich semantic content that rich aesthetic images contain. Insofar as they are semantically rich, it is difficult to see how Kant’s centrally

  motivating quest for universal agreement in aesthetic judgment can be preserved. Works of art are subject to many different interpretations, and the meanings of metaphors can vary from person to

  person, or from population to population, almost as much as can the effects of wines and foods. This leads to the following dilemma: either we remain focused exclusively upon the qualities of

  objects that are constant for everyone, and set aside images with rich metaphorical (and hence variable, multi-interpretable) content, or we more broadly allow semantically resonant images into the

  account of pure beauty and sacrifice the universal agreement that was initially so carefully sought and which originally motivated this aesthetic theory.8




  Insofar as a rich aesthetic image is a veritable fountain of suggestive associations relative to some given subject, it has two functions within Kant’s aesthetics. The first is to cohere

  with his account of how judgments of pure beauty admit of universal agreement, which, as we have noted, is unlikely. The second, more plausible, function is as an aesthetic educator that indicates

  a realm beyond determinate conceptual formulation and our finite understanding. It is questionable whether rich aesthetic images necessarily generate the feeling of beauty, but their semantic

  density can lead us to experience the feeling associated with moral awareness in a manner more akin to the sublime. They are consequently supposed to serve a double function that integrates science

  via the connection to truth-oriented beauty, and morality via the manner in which they resonantly display ideas that defy definition and whose content can never be exhausted, such as those of God,

  the kingdom of the blessed, eternity, creation, death, hell, love, envy, fame, and the like.




  Kant’s theory of artistic genius supports the above connections, for he states that as a matter of natural ability and as a natural creature, the artistic genius produces rich aesthetic

  images. Nature works through the genius to produce works of fine art, and, in this respect, works of fine art are like natural products such as snowflakes, tulips, or seashells. Insofar as rich

  aesthetic images indicate the moral realm through their display of rational ideas, the artistic genius – a figure whose theoretical function parallels that of the ideally beautiful human

  being – is a natural being who expresses, as well as embodies, the compatibility of nature and morality. This compares to how rich aesthetic images themselves produce the feeling of beauty as

  they indicate the moral realm, and by implication, the feeling of moral self-respect.




  6. BEAUTY AS THE SYMBOL OF MORALITY




  Kant concludes his aesthetic theory with the revealing claim that the faculty of taste is fundamentally a capacity to judge the presentations of moral ideas in a sensory form,

  as when a poet or painter tries to render God’s presence public in words or in paint. In connection with the rational ideas involved (for example, heaven, hell, eternity, life, and death), it

  would be crucial to judge the artwork’s degree of resonance of meaning in both consistency and depth. In connection with judgments of natural beauty, and, again, in reference to the idea of

  rendering God’s presence public, the faculty of taste would lead us to regard the object as if it were the product of supernatural design. Here, taste becomes the capacity to appreciate the

  possibility that there is a supernatural designer.
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