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Immanuel Kant’s massive contributions to modern metaphysics, epistemology, and 
ethics aside, his Critique o f  Judgment (1790) ranks with Ar i s t o t l e ’s Poetics among 
our most influential philosophical treatises on art. Kant’s book is a compendium of 
the beliefs about and ideals for art that have come to be called aestheticism  (the sepa­
ration of artistic concerns and values into their own sphere, which is seen as superior 
to all others). The branch of philosophy dealing with the nature of beauty, art, and 
taste first arose in the mid-eighteenth century in the work of Edmund Alexander 
Baumgarten, d a v id  h u m e , and e d m u n d  b u r k e . Kant’s Critique o f  Judgment responds 
to and augments their earlier work while giving art an exalted place within human 
existence, a place that justifies the new philosophical interest in art as a distinct 
sphere of human activity. The specifics of Kant’s characterization of art resonate 
throughout the Romantic and modernist periods and have become a frequent target 
of contemporary theorists and philosophers.

Kant was born in Konigsberg, East Prussia, where he attended the university, became 
a professor at that same university, and died shortly after his retirement. He never 
married and he never traveled outside of East Prussia. His regular, uneventful life is 
summed up in the legend that Konigsberg residents set their clocks by his appearance 
for his afternoon walk at precisely the same time each day. His early work was mostly 
in the natural sciences, with one excursion into aesthetics: Observations on the Feel­
ing o f  the Beautiful and Sublime (1764). In this work, he argues that such feelings are 
purely subjective, precisely the position he sets himself against when later revisiting 
the same terrain in his Critique o f  Judgment.

Kant’s major work begins with the Critique o f  Pure Reason (1781), in which he 
develops his “critical philosophy” to overcome David Hume’s subjectivist skepticism. 
This “first critique” was followed by two others: the Critique o f  Practical Reason 
(1788) and the Critique o f  Judgment. The three books cover the true, the good, and 
the beautiful, respectively. By critique Kant meant a delineation of the fundamental 
or “transcendental” conditions necessary to any particular mental process. Thus the 
Critique o f  Pure Reason presents the mental forms (or categories) that must be in 
place within the perceiving subject for any successful apprehension of the external 
world. He insists that these universals (for example, cause and effect, or unity) are 
implanted within every human being and underwrite the very possibility of “under­
standing” (that is, the ability to process, organize, and comprehend the data given to 
our senses by the outside world). We can never directly know what he calls “things-in- 
themselves,” because we process sensory data through preexisting mental categories.

The Critique o f  Practical Reason attempts to provide a universal foundation for 
morals, which concern nonphysical ideas, not material realities. Kant’s basic claim 
is that practical reason in each individual dictates the same fundamental moral 
dictum, which he called the categorical (i.e., unconditional) imperative: never do 
anything that you could not willingly endorse being done by everyone else in the 
world.

The first two critiques create a gap between the physical (sensible) and nonphysical 
(supersensible) worlds. Understanding deals with the physical world of cause and 
effect, where each occurrence has been determined by prior events. Reason emanates 
from a supersensible realm of freedom. Pure reason names the “forms” or “categories” 
through which understanding grasps sensible things. Practical reason provides the 
maxims, notably the famous categorical imperative, through which the self legislates 
to itself the laws of proper conduct. The ability to reason makes humans free, 
but they are also physical creatures subject to physical causality. The Critique o f
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Judgment exists to bridge this gap between what Kant sees as two aspects of human 
nature. The very word aesthetic, whose Greek root means “of the senses,” aids Kants 
effort to connect the sensory to the supersensible. Beauty is experienced through the 
senses, but points us beyond mere sensation. Aesthetic ideas, Kant tells us in §49, 
combine the images we gather from the sensible world with “much that is ineffable, 
but the feeling of which quickens our cognitive powers and connects language, which 
otherwise would be mere letters, with spirit.” Thus Kant describes “the use of imagi­
nation for cognition” in the standard eighteenth-century way: cognitive imagination 
produces mental images of absent realities. But he also introduces an “aesthetic” 
imagination, one that creates sensible forms through which to communicate to oth­
ers content that is spiritual, emotional, and otherwise well-nigh unnameable. And 
this imagination, like beauty itself, is represented as free “from any instruction by 
rules, but still as purposive.” By bodying forth ideas, the aesthetic joins the physical 
and nonphysical worlds.

That Kant fixes on the aesthetic experience of beauty to solve a pressing problem 
in his own large-scale system has been irrelevant to many of the artists and writers 
who subsequently adopted or adapted his characterization of art. The literature on 
the Critique o f  Judgment divides into two traditions, one focusing on Kant’s overall 
philosophical project and the other focusing on the theory of art that can be derived 
from Kants work; our selection is slanted toward the latter, but to understand 
Kant’s way of approaching the whole topic of art we must also take into account his 
broader philosophical goal and system.

Kant’s primary aim is to establish the “subjective universality” of the judgment 
that something is beautiful or sublime. Judgment in general is the determination 
of whether a particular instance qualifies as one thing or another. For example, 
given the number “10,” I judge it to be an even number because I recognize that it 
is divisible by 2. Or when I judge the object in front of me to be a table, I am 
(Kant says) simply “subsuming” a particular thing under the general concept of 
table, a concept I already possess. Such judgments are “determinative” and 
“objective.” Since the concepts even num ber and table already exist and unam­
biguously provide the rule my judgment follows, there is little room for error or 
disagreement.

The statements “it’s beautiful” and “it’s a table” are identical in form, yet we are 
much more likely to disagree over the former. Why? Kant’s answer has two parts. On 
the one hand, by saying “it’s beautiful” rather than “I think it’s beautiful,” I am mak­
ing a claim to validity beyond my individual, subjective preferences. On the other 
hand, beautiful is not a determinative concept like table or even number: judgments 
about beauty are instead “reflective,” occurring in the absence of a firm rule or stan­
dard, and hence are more likely to generate disagreement. The beautiful is often 
original, surprising, and a departure from the norm (conversely, the norm can seem 
too regular, boring, and academic). The ability to judge well amid such uncertainties 
is called taste— and some people have better taste than others (though Kant would 
insist that everyone has the potential to achieve the highest possible taste).

In considering the notion of taste, Kant is (once again) engaging with David 
Hume. While accepting Hume’s contention that taste is something learned, Kant 
believes that he failed in “Of the Standard of Taste” (1757; see above) to defend 
against the possible conclusion that it is culturally relative. Kant’s solution is to dis­
tinguish between what is “agreeable,” what is “good,” and what is “beautiful.” (As a 
rule of thumb, reading Kant becomes much easier when one pays attention to what 
distinctions he draws and why.) The good is a matter of reason— and of what we 
should desire. The agreeable is a matter of the senses— and of what we physically 
desire. The beautiful mixes the sensible with the nonsensible— and involves no 
desire whatsoever: thus Kant calls judgments of beauty “disinterested.” Perhaps 
nothing Kant advanced has been as influential as this severance of the beautiful
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from interest. His basic notion is that a sensory experience of pleasure can move 
from the subjective (“that is pleasing to me”) to the objective (“that should please 
everyone”) only if purged of its individual, interested elements.

Kant uses the example of the difference between taste in food and taste in flow­
ers. My daughter and I can agree that cotton candy is sweet, but she likes and 
desires it while I dislike and do not desire it. There is no disputing taste in such 
matters precisely because it is tied to idiosyncratic, physiological appetites. But 
Kant believes that things change when we perceive a field of flowers— or a painting 
of flowers. The flowers have no purpose in relation to my life or my physical needs. 
I can contemplate them disinterestedly, and thus my judgment about their beauty is 
not connected to their gratifying my personal sensibility. My statement “they are 
beautiful” solicits, Kant says, the agreement of everyone else in a way that my state­
ment “I like green beans” does not.

The understanding of art that follows from this analysis was widely adopted. 
m a t t h e w  Ar n o l d 's “Function of Criticism at the Present Time” (1864; see below) is 
an important attempt to extend the ideal of disinterestedness to criticism; more 
recent critics have attempted to refute the notion (see our selections by p i e r r e  

b o u r d i e u  and t e r r y  e a g l e t o n ). Crucially, Kant’s argument leads him to elevate 
artistic form over matter. Because he is trying to demote the physical appeal of the 
aesthetic, he claims that the formal properties of the observed object, not its physi­
cal and material properties, most influence judgments of beauty. Sensual responses 
are subjective (later writers also consider them vulgar), failing to rise above the 
level of the agreeable. This distinction is still used today by some to distinguish 
pornography from art with sexual content. In addition, the valorization of form over 
matter resurfaces in the various modernist versions of “abstract” and “nonrepresen- 
tational” art that emerge between 1850 (Flaubert’s desire to write a novel about 
nothing) and 1950 (abstract expressionism).

Disinterestedness as an aesthetic ideal also entails distinguishing between the use­
ful and the nonutilitarian work of art. At its most extreme, it generates the credo of 
aestheticism: “art for art’s sake” (for example, see our selections from Wa l t e r  p a t e r  

and o s c a r  w i l d e ). The beautiful object should not be tainted with any mundane 
purpose. The troubled relationship between art and commerce stems in part from 
this dream of an art that can transcend all petty worldly concerns. Kant expresses 
this aim in a famous formula: the beautiful object reveals “purposiveness without 
purpose.” That is, the object is comprehensible only if we assume it was made by a 
purposive agent (an a priori condition of aesthetic judgment that Kant’s “critique” 
reveals), even though it has no particular, determinative purpose. The formal coher­
ence of flowers is incomprehensible apart from a general assumption of their “purpo­
siveness,” although we can ascribe no particular purpose to them. Art objects aspire 
to general purposiveness in the absence of any concrete purpose.

As we apprehend such objects, we respond with “free play” of the mind (a notion 
further developed by f r i e d r i c h  v o n  s c h i l l e r , among many others). The aesthetic 
therefore provides an experience of freedom within the physical world of causal 
determination. Aesthetic experience is crucial to Kant because it makes possible a 
“harmony” between our human freedom and our physical immersion in the world— 
the feeling that is the true foundation of our experiences of beauty. And because 
such harmony is available to all humans, I can solicit their agreement with my par­
ticular judgments of beauty. But in any particular case, I may not succeed in gain­
ing others’ agreement. Kant is careful to say that beauty is only an “ideal,” not a 
“concept.” The example is singular, but it carries a general significance. Each art­
work, like every judgment about beauty, solicits its audience’s approval both as a 
particular and as an example of a kind, a genre, or an act of criticism. For that 
reason, there is no rule of beauty: its validity for everyone will always be “exem­
plary.”
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For Kant, beauty intimates the harmony within our dual human nature as free and 
physical beings. Beauty ultimately refers to the subjective experience of this harmony 
rather than to any property in the object that promotes that experience. Hence aes­
thetic experience is “subjective”; but because all humans are susceptible to the experi­
ence of harmony, this response possesses a “universality” usually absent in subjective 
judgments. Kant goes even further when he calls beauty “the symbol of morality” 
(§59) and comes close to providing beauty a purpose and an interest. His own inter­
ests in writing the third critique certainly come to light in this statement: he wants the 
experience of the beautiful to signify that humans live in an “intelligible” universe, 
that the ideas and precepts generated by human reason are in tune with the nature of 
the universe itself. The experience of beauty tells us that mind and world fit.

The sublime, in contrast, shows us a misfit between mind and world. When we 
experience a hurricane or an earthquake, nature appears to dwarf human concerns 
and capabilities. Kant distinguishes between two types of sublimity. The mathe­
matical sublime is anything so large that the imagination cannot encompass it; we 
thus cannot form an adequate image of this “absolutely great” thing. The dynamical 
sublime reveals a power beyond human scope; it dwarfs our capacities and inspires 
fear or, even better, respect. The sublime, according to Kant, allows us to glimpse 
things beyond comprehension and to experience the limits of the sensible, physical 
world, generating feelings of awe and terror. This experience of the limits of the 
sensible, of its inability to encompass aspects of our mental world, reminds us of 
“the superiority of the rational vocation of our cognitive powers over the greatest 
power of sensibility” (§27). But even while performing this important function of 
pointing us away from the sensible toward the mysterious supersensible, the sub­
lime remains disquieting because in doing so it indicates a split between the two. It 
is just this experience of disjunction that Kant needs to subsume within the grander 
overarching experience of harmony that comes with the beautiful. Thus he writes 
“that the concept of the sublime in nature is not nearly as important and rich in 
implications as that of the beautiful in nature” (§23).

Kant inherits the notion of the sublime as a central feature of the aesthetic from 
l o n g i n u s  and Burke, but he addresses it mostly to contain it. Thus, his sensibility 
is noticeably at odds with the Romantic and postmodernist writers for whom the 
sublime registers the gulf between human aspirations and what the world renders 
possible, or the recurrent artistic experience of struggling to express the ineffable 
with the limited material resources (sound, paint, words, stone) afforded to the 
arts. Such writers as j e a n - f r a n ^ o i s  l y o t a r d  and p a u l  d e  m a n  have found Kant’s 
reflections on the sublime suggestive even while criticizing his attempts to retain 
beauty’s elevation over the sublime.

In fact, attitudes toward Kant are something of a litmus test among contempo­
rary theorists. Section 40 encapsulates what we might call Kant’s liberal optimism— 
his belief that disinterested judgments can enable “unprejudiced,” “broadened” 
thinking and pave the way toward “enlightenment” and agreement. The sensus com ­
munis, an understanding shared by all humans, serves as both the guarantor (since 
everyone potentially possesses it) and the end result of the discussions surrounding 
differing judgments. Anti-Kantians (often proponents of the sublime) deny the pos­
sibility of such common ground for discussion and eventual agreement, arguing 
that the translation of different viewpoints into a common language always already 
erases or represses the very differences that constitute the disagreement.

It might seem surprising that the Critique o f  Judgment has been an extraordi­
narily influential text on art. After all, in some ways, the book is hardly about art at 
all. Most of Kant’s examples come from nature, and aesthetic in his usage refers 
more to what is experienced through the senses than to something specifically 
artistic. Like Aristotle, he focuses on the spectator’s response rather than on artis­
tic production, but without Aristotle’s interest in the elements or properties of the
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art object. Kant apparently believes that it makes no difference whether the object 
is natural or human-made. Even when he does distinguish art from nature in §43, 
Kant is more concerned with preserving art's freedom— aligning it with beauty 
against the determined world of science and the utilitarian concerns of craft— than 
with examining the consequences of art’s being (by definition) artificial. He never 
considers why the beauties offered by nature do not suffice, or what art can do that 
nature cannot.

Not surprisingly, Kant’s influential description of the genius (the creative artist) 
highlights freedom above all else. The genius has a natural gift, a talent, which enables 
the production of exemplary and original beautiful works in the absence of any preex­
isting formula or rule for that production. Art is valued, in part, because the genius 
expresses “what is ineffable” in such a way as to make it “universally communica­
ble.” The creative imagination, in other words, produces artistic images that body 
forth mental states (judgments and feelings) that resist determinate expression. 
Because communicability is so central for Kant, genius must be tempered, even 
disciplined, by taste, which brings genius's originality back into contact with com­
mon sense (sensus communis).

Although there were always dissenters, Kant's general account of the aesthetic as 
formal, free, nonutilitarian, disinterested, and nonsensory was the prevailing ortho­
doxy for almost two centuries. That so many contemporary theorists have written 
against the Critique o f  Judgment testifies to the continuing importance of the under­
standing of art that it enshrines and that they have attempted to revise.

C ritiqu e o f  Ju d g m en t  Keywords: Aesthetics, Enlightenment Theory, Formalism, 
Representation

From Critique of Judgm ent1 

From Introduction

Judgment in general is the ability to think the particular as contained under 
the universal. If the universal (the rule, principle, law) is given, then judg­
ment, which subsumes the particular under it, is d eterm in a tiv e  (even 
though [in its role] as transcendental judgment it states a priori the condi­
tions that must be met for subsumption under that universal to be possible). 
But if only the particular is given and judgment has to find the universal for 
it, then this power is merely reflective.

* * #

ON T H E  A E S T H E T IC  P R E SE N T A T IO N  O F T H E  

P U R P O S IV E N E S S 2 O F N A TU RE

What is merely subjective in the presentation of an object, i.e., what consti­
tutes its reference to the subject and not to the object, is its aesthetic char­
acter; but whatever in it serves, or can be used, to determine the object

1. Translated by W erner S. Pluhar, who occa­
sionally retains the original German words or 
adds information in brackets in the text. Unless 
otherwise specified, parenthetical terms are in 
Latin and are translated in the text.

2. The general sense that a thing was formed by 
a purposive hand, although without a specific 
function or purpose (a key term in Kant’s aes­
thetic theory). “Aesthetic”: pertaining to an indi­
vidual’s sensory experiences.
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(for cognition)3 is its logical validity. In the cognition of an object of sense 
these two references [to the subject and to the object] occur together.

* * *

[T]hat subjective [feature] of a presentation which cannot at all becom e an 
element o f  cognition is the pleasure or displeasure connected with that presen­
tation. For through this pleasure or displeasure I do not cognize anything in 
the object of the presentation, though it may certainly be the effect of some 
cognition. Now a things purposiveness, insofar as it is presented in the per­
ception of the thing, is also not a characteristic of the object itself (for no 
such characteristic can be perceived), even though it can be inferred from a 
cognition of things. Therefore, the subjective [feature] of the presentation 
which cannot at all become an element of cognition is the purposiveness that 
precedes the cognition of an object and that we connect directly with this 
presentation even if we are not seeking to use the presentation of the object 
for cognition. Therefore, in this case we call the object purposive only 
because its presentation is directly connected with the feeling of pleasure, 
and this presentation itself is an aesthetic presentation of purposiveness. The 
only question is whether there is such a presentation of purposiveness at all.

When pleasure is connected with mere apprehension (apprehensio) of 
the form of an object of intuition, and we do not refer the apprehension to 
a concept so as to give rise to determinate cognition, then we refer the pre­
sentation not to the object but solely to the subject; and the pleasure cannot 
express anything other than the object s being commensurate with the cog­
nitive powers that are, and insofar as they are, brought into play when we 
judge reflectively, and hence [expresses] merely a subjective formal purpo­
siveness of the object. For this apprehension of forms by the imagination 
could never occur if reflective judgment did not compare them, even if 
unintentionally, at least with its ability [in general] to refer intuitions to con­
cepts. Now if in this comparison a given presentation unintentionally brings 
the imagination (the power of a priori intuitions) into harmony with the 
understanding (the power of concepts), and this harmony arouses a feeling of 
pleasure, then the object must thereupon be regarded as purposive for the 
reflective power of judgment. A judgment of this sort is an aesthetic judgment 
about the object’s purposiveness; it is not based on any concept we have of the 
object, nor does it provide such a concept. When the form of an object (rather 
than what is material in its presentation, viz., in sensation) is judged in mere 
reflection on it (without regard to a concept that is to be acquired from it) to 
be the basis of a pleasure in such an object’s presentation, then the presenta­
tion of this object is also judged to be connected necessarily with this plea­
sure, and hence connected with it not merely for the subject apprehending 
this form but in general for everyone who judges [it]. The object is then called 
beautiful, and our ability to judge by such a pleasure (and hence also with 
universal validity) is called taste.

* * *

3. The process in which sense data plus the categories of understanding (“pure reason”) combine in our 
ability to apprehend and name objects in the external world.
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§  1 .  a  j u d g m e n t  o f  t a s t e  i s  a e s t h e t i c

If we wish to decide whether something is beautiful or not, we do not use 
understanding to refer the presentation to the object so as to give rise to 
cognition; rather, we use imagination4 (perhaps in connection with under­
standing) to refer the presentation to the subject and his feeling of plea­
sure or displeasure. Hence a judgment of taste is not a cognitive judgment 
and so is not a logical judgment but an aesthetic one, by which we mean a 
judgment whose determining basis cannot be other than subjective. But 
any reference of presentations, even of sensations, can be objective (in 
which case it signifies what is real [rather than formal] in an empirical 
presentation); excepted is a reference to the feeling of pleasure and 
displeasure— this reference designates nothing whatsoever in the object, 
but here the subject feels himself, [namely] how he is affected by the pre­
sentation.

To apprehend a regular, purposive building with ones cognitive power 
(whether the presentation is distinct or confused) is very different from 
being conscious of this presentation with a sensation of liking. Here the 
presentation is referred only to the subject, namely, to his feeling of life, 
under the name feeling of pleasure or displeasure, and this forms the basis 
of a very special power of discriminating and judging. This power does not 
contribute anything to cognition, but merely compares the given presenta­
tion in the subject with the entire presentational power, of which the mind 
becomes conscious when it feels its own state. The presentations given in a 
judgment may be empirical (and hence aesthetic), but if we refer them to 
the object, the judgment we make by means of them is logical. On the other 
hand, even if the given presentations were rational, they would still be aes­
thetic if, and to the extent that, the subject referred them, in his judgment, 
solely to himself (to his feeling).

§ 2 .  t h e  l i k i n g  t h a t  d e t e r m i n e s  a  j u d g m e n t  o f  

t a s t e  i s  d e v o i d  o f  a l l  i n t e r e s t

Interest is what we call the liking we connect with the presentation of an 
object s existence. Hence such a liking always refers at once to our power of 
desire, either as the basis that determines it, or at any rate as necessarily 
connected with that determining basis. But if the question is whether 
something is beautiful, what we want to know is not whether we or anyone 
cares, or so much as might care, in any way, about the thing s existence, but 
rather how we judge it in our mere contemplation of it (intuition or reflec­
tion). Suppose someone asks me whether I consider the palace I see before 
me beautiful. I might reply that I am not fond of things of that sort, made 
merely to be gaped at. Or I might reply like that Iroquois sachem  who said 
that he liked nothing better in Paris than the eating-houses.5 I might even

From Book I. Analytic of the Beautiful

4. The ability to represent in thought the features experienced in the sense perception of the external 
world.
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go on, as Rousseau6 would, to rebuke the vanity of the great who spend the 
people s sweat on such superfluous things. I might, finally, quite easily con­
vince myself that, if I were on some uninhabited island with no hope of ever 
again coming among people, and could conjure up such a splendid edifice 
by a mere wish, I would not even take that much trouble for it if I already 
had a sufficiently comfortable hut. The questioner may grant all this and 
approve of it; but it is not to the point. All he wants to know is whether my 
mere presentation of the object is accompanied by a liking, no matter how 
indifferent I may be about the existence of the object of this presentation. 
We can easily see that, in order for me to say that an object is beautifu l, and 
to prove that I have taste, what matters is what I do with this presentation 
within myself, and not the [respect] in which I depend on the objects exis­
tence. Everyone has to admit that if a judgment about beauty is mingled 
with the least interest then it is very partial and not a pure judgment of 
taste. In order to play the judge in matters of taste, we must not be in the 
least biased in favor of the things existence but must be wholly indifferent 
about it.

There is no better way to elucidate this proposition, which is of prime 
importance, than by contrasting the pure disinterested liking that occurs in 
a judgment of taste with a liking connected with interest, especially if we 
can also be certain that the kinds of interest I am about to mention are the 
only ones there are.

§3. A L IK IN G  FO R  TH E A G R E E A B LE  IS  C O N N E C T E D  W ITH  IN T E R E S T  

Agreeable is what the senses like in sensation.

* * *

Now, that a judgment by which I declare an object to be agreeable 
expresses an interest in that object is already obvious from the fact that, by 
means of sensation, the judgment arouses a desire for objects of that kind, 
so that the liking presupposes something other than my mere judgment 
about the object: it presupposes that I have referred the existence of the 
object to my state insofar as that state is affected by such an object. This is 
why we say of the agreeable not merely that we like  it but that it gratifies 
us. When I speak of the agreeable, I am not granting mere approval: the 
agreeable produces an inclination. Indeed, what is agreeable in the liveli­
est way requires no judgment at all about the character of the object, as we 
can see in people who aim at nothing but enjoyment (this is the word we 
use to mark the intensity of the gratification): they like to dispense with all 
judging.

5. Kant’s reference has been traced to Pierre 
Francois Xavier de Charlevoix, History and G en­
eral Description o f  New France  (Paris, 1744) 
[translator’s note]. Charlevoix (1682-1761),

French Jesuit explorer.
6. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Swiss 
born French political philosopher and novelist.
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§4. A L IK IN G  FO R  TH E GOOD  IS  C O N N E C T E D  W IT H  IN T E R E S T

Good is what, by means of reason, we like through its mere concept. We 
call something (viz., if it is something useful) good fo r  [this or that] if we 
like it only as a means. But we call something intrinsically good  if we like it 
for its own sake. In both senses of the term, the good always contains the 
concept of a purpose, consequently a relation of reason to a volition (that is 
at least possible), and hence a liking for the existence of an object or action. 
In other words, it contains some interest or other.

In order to consider something good, I must always know what sort of 
thing the object is [meant] to be, i.e., I must have a [determinate] concept of 
it. But I do not need this in order to find beauty in something. Flowers, free 
designs, lines aimlessly intertwined and called foliage: these have no sig­
nificance, depend on no determinate concept, and yet we like [gefallen] 
them. A liking [Wohlgefallen] for the beautiful must depend on the reflec­
tion, regarding an object, that leads to some concept or other (but it is inde­
terminate which concept this is). This dependence on reflection also 
distinguishes the liking for the beautiful from [that for] the agreeable, 
which rests entirely on sensation.7

It is true that in many cases it seems as if the agreeable and the good are 
one and the same. Thus people commonly say that all gratification (espe­
cially if it lasts) is intrinsically good, which means roughly the same as to be 
(lastingly) agreeable and to be good are one and the same. Yet it is easy to 
see that in talking this way they are merely substituting one word for 
another by mistake, since the concepts that belong to these terms are in no 
way interchangeable. Insofar as we present an object as agreeable, we pres­
ent it solely in relation to sense; but if we are to call the object good [as 
well], and hence an object of the will, we must first bring it under principles 
of reason, using the concept of a purpose. [So] if something that gratifies us 
is also called good, it has a very different relation to our liking. This is [also] 
evident from the fact that in the case of the good there is always the ques­
tion whether it is good merely indirectly or good directly (i.e., useful, or 
intrinsically good), whereas in the case of the agreeable this question can­
not even arise, since this word always signifies something that we like 
directly. (What we call beautiful is also liked directly.)

* * *

But despite all this difference between the agreeable and the good, they 
do agree in this: they are always connected with an interest in their object. 
This holds not only for the agreeable— see §3— and for what is good indi­
rectly (useful), which we like as the means to something or other that is 
agreeable, but also for what is good absolutely and in every respect, i.e., the 
moral good, which carries with it the highest interest. For the good is the 
object of the will (a power of desire that is determined by reason). But to 
will something and to have a liking for its existence, i.e., to take an interest 
in it, are identical.

7. That is, the pleasure derived from beauty is between the pure sensuousness of the agreeable
related to the indeterminate concept of purpo- and the pure rationality of the good,
siveness; thus judgments of beauty stand
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§ 5 .  C O M P A R ISO N  O F T H E  T H R E E  S O R T S  O F L IK IN G ,

W H IC H  D IF F E R  IN KIN D

Both the agreeable and the good refer to our power of desire and hence 
carry a liking with them, the agreeable a liking that is conditioned patho­
logically by stimuli (stimuli), the good a pure practical liking that is deter­
mined not just by the presentation of the object but also by the presentation 
of the subject s connection with the existence of the object; i.e., what we 
like is not just the object but its existence as well. A judgment of taste, on 
the other hand, is merely contem plative, i.e., it is a judgment that is indif­
ferent to the existence of the object: it [considers] the character of the 
object only by holding it up to our feeling of pleasure and displeasure. Nor 
is this contemplation, as such, directed to concepts, for a judgment of taste 
is not a cognitive judgment (whether theoretical or practical) and hence is 
neither based  on concepts, nor directed to them as purposes.

Hence the agreeable, the beautiful, and the good designate three different 
relations that presentations have to the feeling of pleasure and displeasure, 
the feeling by reference to which we distinguish between objects or between 
ways of presenting them. The terms of approbation which are appropriate to 
each of these three are also different. We call agreeable what g r a t i f i e s  u s , 

beautiful what we just l i k e , good what we e s t e e m , or endorse [billigen], i.e., 
that to which we attribute [setzen] an objective value. Agreeableness holds for 
nonrational animals too; beauty only for human beings, i.e., beings who are 
animal and yet rational, though it is not enough that they be rational (e.g., 
spirits) but they must be animal as well; the good, however, holds for every 
rational being as such, though I cannot fully justify and explain this proposi­
tion until later. We may say that, of all these three kinds of liking, only the 
liking involved in taste for the beautiful is disinterested and free, since we are 
not compelled to give our approval by any interest, whether of sense or of 
reason. So we might say that [the term] liking, in the three cases mentioned, 
refers to inclination, or to favor, or to respect. For f a v o r  is the only free liking. 
Neither an object of inclination, nor one that a law of reason enjoins on us as 
an object of desire, leaves us the freedom to make an object of pleasure for 
ourselves out of something or other. All interest either presupposes a need or 
gives rise to one; and, because interest is the basis that determines approval, 
it makes the judgment about the object unfree.

Consider, first, the interest of inclination, [which occurs] with the agree­
able. Here everyone says: Hunger is the best sauce; and to people with a 
healthy appetite anything is tasty provided it is edible. Hence if people have 
a liking of this sort, that does not prove that they are selecting [Wahl] by 
taste. Only when their need has been satisfied can we tell who in a multi­
tude of people has taste and who does not.

E x p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  B e a u t i f u l  I n f e r r e d  f r o m  t h e  F i r s t  M o m e n t 8

Taste is the ability to judge an object, or a way of presenting it, by means of 
a liking or disliking devoid o f  all interest. The object of such a liking is called 
beautiful.

8. The “analytic of the beautiful” of book 1 is divided into four “moments,” which treat beauty in terms 
of quality, quantity, purposes, and liking for the object, respectively.
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§ 6 .  T H E  B E A U T IF U L  IS  W H AT IS  P R E S E N T E D  W IT H O U T  C O N C E P T S  

AS T H E  O B JE C T  O F A UNIVERSAL  L IK IN G

This explication of the beautiful can be inferred from the preceding expli­
cation of it as object of a liking devoid of all interest. For if someone likes 
something and is conscious that he himself does so without any interest, 
then he cannot help judging that it must contain a basis for being liked 
[that holds] for everyone. He must believe that he is justified in requiring 
a similar liking from everyone because he cannot discover, underlying 
this liking, any private conditions, on which only he might be dependent, 
so that he must regard it as based on what he can presuppose in everyone 
else as well. He cannot discover such private conditions because his lik­
ing is not based on any inclination he has (nor on any other considered 
interest whatever): rather, the judging person feels completely fr ee  as 
regards the liking he accords the object. Hence he will talk about the 
beautiful as if beauty were a characteristic of the object and the judgment 
were logical (namely, a cognition of the object through concepts of it), 
even though in fact the judgment is only aesthetic and refers the object’s 
presentation merely to the subject. He will talk in this way because the 
judgment does resemble a logical judgment inasmuch as we may presup­
pose it to be valid for everyone. On the other hand, this universality can­
not arise from concepts. For from concepts there is no transition to the 
feeling of pleasure or displeasure (except in pure practical laws; but these 
carry an interest with them, while none is connected with pure judgments 
of taste). It follows that, since a judgment of taste involves the conscious­
ness that all interest is kept out of it, it must also involve a claim to being 
valid for everyone, but without having a universality based on concepts. 
In other words, a judgment of taste must involve a claim to subjective uni­
versality.

§ 7 .  C O M P A R ISO N  O F T H E  B E A U T IF U L  W ITH  T H E  A G R E E A B L E  AND 

T H E  GO O D  IN T E R M S  O F T H E  A BO V E C H A R A C T E R IST IC

As regards the agreeable everyone acknowledges that his judgment, which 
he bases on a private feeling and by which he says that he likes some object, 
is by the same token confined to his own person. Hence, if he says that 
canary wine is agreeable he is quite content if someone else corrects his 
terms and reminds him to say instead: It is agreeable to m e . This holds 
moreover not only for the taste of the tongue, palate, and throat, but also 
for what may be agreeable to any one’s eyes and ears. To one person the 
color violet is gentle and lovely, to another lifeless and faded. One person 
loves the sound of wind instruments, another that of string instruments. It 
would be foolish if we disputed about such differences with the intention of 
censuring another’s judgment as incorrect if it differs from ours, as if the 
two were opposed logically. Hence about the agreeable the following princi­
ple holds: Everyone has his own taste (of sense).

It is quite different (exactly the other way round) with the beautiful. It 
would be ridiculous if someone who prided himself on his taste tried to 
justify [it] by saying: This object (the building we are looking at, the gar­
ment that man is wearing, the concert we are listening to, the poem put up
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to be judged) is beautiful fo r  me. For he must not call it beautiful if [he 
means] only [that] he likes it. Many things may be charming and agreeable 
to him; no one cares about that. But if he proclaims something to be beau­
tiful, then he requires the same liking from others; he then judges not just 
for himself but for everyone, and speaks of beauty as if it were a property of 
things. That is why he says: The thing is beautiful, and does not count on 
other people to agree with his judgment of liking on the ground that he has 
repeatedly found them agreeing with him; rather, he demands that they 
agree. He reproaches them if they judge differently, and denies that they 
have taste, which he nevertheless demands of them, as something they 
ought to have. In view of this [sofern], we cannot say that everyone has his 
own particular taste. That would amount to saying that there is no such 
thing as taste at all, no aesthetic judgment that could rightfully lay claim to 
everyones assent.

#  Jjt £

§ 8 .  IN A JU D G M E N T  O F T A ST E  T H E  U N IV E R SA L IT Y  O F T H E  

L IK IN G  IS  P R E S E N T E D  O N LY AS S U B JE C T IV E

# # *

We must begin by fully convincing ourselves that in making a judgment 
of taste (about the beautiful) we require [ansinnen] everyone to like the 
object, yet without this likings being based on a concept (since then it 
would be the good), and that this claim to universal validity belongs so 
essentially to a judgment by which we declare something to be beautiful 
that it would not occur to anyone to use this term without thinking of 
universal validity; instead, everything we like without a concept would 
then be included with the agreeable. For as to the agreeable we allow 
everyone to be of a mind of his own, no one requiring [zumuten] others to 
agree with his judgment of taste. But in a judgment of taste about beauty 
we always require others to agree. Insofar as judgments about the agree­
able are merely private, whereas judgments about the beautiful are put 
forward as having general validity (as being public), taste regarding the 
agreeable can be called taste of sense, and taste regarding the beautiful 
can be called taste of reflection, though the judgments of both are aes­
thetic (rather than practical) judgments about an object, [i.e.,] judgments 
merely about the relation that the presentation of the object has to the 
feeling of pleasure and displeasure. But surely there is something strange 
here. In the case of the taste of sense, not only does experience show that 
its judgment (of a pleasure or displeasure we take in something or other) 
does not hold universally, but people, of their own accord, are modest 
enough not even to require others to agree (even though there actually is, 
at times, very widespread agreement in these judgments too). Now, expe­
rience teaches us that the taste of reflection, with its claim that its judg­
ment (about the beautiful) is universally valid for everyone, is also rejected 
often enough: What is strange is that the taste of reflection should none­
theless find itself able (as it actually does) to conceive of judgments that 
can demand such agreement, and that it does in fact require this agree­
ment from everyone for each of its judgments. What the people who make
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these judgments dispute about is not whether such a claim is possible; 
they are merely unable to agree, in particular cases, on the correct way to 
apply this ability.

* * *

If we judge objects merely in terms of concepts, then we lose all presen­
tation of beauty. This is why there can be no rule by which someone could 
be compelled to acknowledge that something is beautiful. No one can use 
reasons or principles to talk us into a judgment on whether some garment, 
house, or flower is beautiful. We want to submit the object to our own eyes, 
just as if our liking of it depended on that sensation. And yet, if we then call 
the object beautiful, we believe we have a universal voice, and lay claim to 
the agreement of everyone, whereas any private sensation would decide 
solely for the observer himself and his liking.

We can see, at this point, that nothing is postulated in a judgment of 
taste except such a universal voice about a liking unmediated by concepts. 
Hence all that is postulated is the 'possibility of a judgment that is aesthetic 
and yet can be considered valid for everyone. The judgment of taste itself 
does not postulate everyones agreement (since only a logically universal 
judgment can do that, because it can adduce reasons); it merely requires this 
agreement from everyone, as an instance of the rule, an instance regarding 
which it expects confirmation not from concepts but from the agreement of 
others. Hence the universal voice is only an idea. (At this point we are not 
yet inquiring on what this idea rests.) Whether someone who believes he is 
making a judgment of taste is in fact judging in conformity with that idea 
may be uncertain; but by using the term beauty he indicates that he is at 
least referring his judging to that idea, and hence that he intends it to be a 
judgment of taste. For himself, however, he can attain certainty on this 
point, by merely being conscious that he is separating whatever belongs to 
the agreeable and the good from the liking that remains to him after that. 
It is only for this that he counts on everyone’s assent, and he would under 
these conditions [always] be justified in this claim, if only he did not on 
occasion fail to observe these conditions and so make an erroneous judg­
ment of taste.

§9. IN V ESTIG A TIO N  O F T H E  Q U E ST IO N  W H E T H E R  IN A JU D G M E N T  

O F T A STE T H E  F E E L IN G  O F P L E A SU R E  P R E C E D E S  T H E  JU D G IN G  

O F T H E  O B JE C T  O R  T H E  JU D G IN G  P R E C E D E S  T H E  P L E A SU R E

The solution of this problem is the key to the critique of taste and hence 
deserves full attention.

If the pleasure in the given object came first, and our judgment of taste 
were to attribute only the pleasure’s universal communicability to the pre­
sentation of the object, then this procedure would be self-contradictory. For 
that kind of pleasure would be none other than mere agreeableness in the 
sensation, so that by its very nature it could have only private validity, 
because it would depend directly on the presentation by which the object is 
given.

Hence it must be the universal communicability of the mental state, in the 
given presentation, which underlies the judgment of taste as its subjective
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condition, and the pleasure in the object must be its consequence. Nothing, 
however, can be communicated universally except cognition, as well as pre­
sentation insofar as it pertains to cognition; for presentation is objective 
only insofar as it pertains to cognition, and only through this does it have a 
universal reference point with which everyones presentational power is 
compelled to harmonize. If, then, we are to think that the judgment about 
this universal communicability of the presentation has a merely subjective 
determining basis, i.e., one that does not involve a concept of the object, 
then this basis can be nothing other than the mental state that we find in 
the relation between the presentational powers [imagination and under­
standing] insofar as they refer a given presentation to cognition in general.

When this happens, the cognitive powers brought into play by this pre­
sentation are in free play, because no determinate concept restricts them to 
a particular rule of cognition. Hence the mental state in this presentation 
must be a feeling, accompanying the given presentation, of a free play of 
the presentational powers directed to cognition in general. Now if a presen­
tation by which an object is given is, in general, to become cognition, we 
need imagination  to combine the manifold of intuition, and understanding9 
to provide the unity of the concept uniting the [component] presentations. 
This state of fr ee  play of the cognitive powers, accompanying a presentation 
by which an object is given, must be universally communicable; for cogni­
tion, the determination of the object with which given presentations are to 
harmonize (in any subject whatever) is the only way of presenting that holds 
for everyone.

But the way of presenting [which occurs] in a judgment of taste is to have 
subjective universal communicability without presupposing a determinate 
concept; hence this subjective universal communicability can be nothing 
but [that of] the mental state in which we are when imagination and under­
standing are in free play (insofar as they harmonize with each other as 
required for cognition in general). For we are conscious that this subjective 
relation suitable for cognition in general must hold just as much for every­
one, and hence be just as universally communicable, as any determinate 
cognition, since cognition always rests on that relation as its subjective 
condition.

Now this merely subjective (aesthetic) judging of the object, or of the pre­
sentation by which it is given, precedes the pleasure in the object and is the 
basis of this pleasure, [a pleasure] in the harmony of the cognitive powers. 
But the universal subjective validity of this liking, the liking we connect 
with the presentation of the object we call beautiful, is based solely on the 
mentioned universality of the subjective conditions forjudging objects.

* * $

E x p l i c a t io n  o f  t h e  B e a u t i f u l  I n f e r r e d  f r o m  t h e  S e c o n d  M o m e n t  

Beautiful is what, without a concept, is liked universally.

* * *

9. The a priori mental categories. “The manifold of intuition”: the sense data that we receive from the 
outside world.
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§ 1 1 .  A JU D G M E N T  O F T A ST E  IS  B A SE D  ON N O TH IN G  B U T  

T H E  FO R M  O F PU R PO SIV EN ESS  O F AN O B JE C T  

(O R  O F T H E  WAY O F P R E S E N T IN G  IT )

Whenever a purpose is regarded as the basis of a liking, it always carries 
with it an interest, as the basis that determines the judgment about the 
object of the pleasure. Hence a judgment of taste cannot be based on a sub­
jective purpose. But a judgment of taste also cannot be determined by a 
presentation of an objective purpose, i.e., a presentation of the object itself 
as possible according to principles of connection in terms of purposes, and 
hence it cannot be determined by a concept of the good. For it is an aes­
thetic and not a cognitive judgment, and hence does not involve a concept 
of the character and internal or external possibility of the object through 
this or that cause; rather, it involves merely the relation of the presenta­
tional powers to each other, insofar as they are determined by a presenta­
tion.

Now this relation, [present] when [judgment] determines an object as 
beautiful, is connected with the feeling of a pleasure, a pleasure that the 
judgment of taste at the same time declares to be valid for everyone. Hence 
neither an agreeableness accompanying the presentation, nor a presenta­
tion of the object s perfection and the concept of the good, can contain the 
basis that determines [such a judgment]. Therefore the liking that, without 
a concept, we judge to be universally communicable and hence to be the 
basis that determines a judgment of taste, can be nothing but the subjective 
purposiveness in the presentation of an object, without any purpose (whether 
objective or subjective), and hence the mere form of purposiveness, inso­
far as we are conscious of it, in the presentation by which an object is 
given us.

# ❖ #

§  1 3 .  A P U R E  JU D G M E N T  O F T A ST E  IS  IN D E P E N D E N T  

O F CH A RM  AND E M O T IO N

All interest ruins a judgment of taste and deprives it of its impartiality, espe­
cially if, instead of making the purposiveness precede the feeling of pleasure 
as the interest of reason does, that interest bases the purposiveness on the 
feeling of pleasure; but this is what always happens in an aesthetic judgment 
that we make about something insofar as it gratifies or pains us. Hence 
judgments affected in this way can make either no claim at all to a univer­
sally valid liking, or a claim that is diminished to the extent that sensations 
of that kind are included among the bases determining the taste. Any taste 
remains barbaric if its liking requires that charms and emotions be mingled 
in, let alone if it makes these the standard of its approval.

And yet, (though beauty should actually concern only form), charms are 
frequently not only included with beauty, as a contribution toward a univer­
sal aesthetic liking, but are even themselves passed off as beauties, so that 
the matter of the liking is passed off as the form.1 This is a misunderstand­

I . That is, material embellishments are mistakenly thought to be the source of beauty.
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ing that, like many others having yet some basis in truth, can be eliminated 
by carefully defining these concepts.

A pure judgm ent o f  taste is one that is not influenced by charm or emo­
tion (though these may be connected with a liking for the beautiful), and 
whose determining basis is therefore merely the purposiveness of the form.

§14. E LU C ID A TIO N  BY E X A M P L E S

Aesthetic judgments, just like theoretical (i.e., logical) ones, can be divided 
into empirical and pure. Aesthetic judgments are empirical if they assert 
that an object or a way of presenting it is agreeable or disagreeable; they are 
pure if they assert that it is beautiful. Empirical aesthetic judgments are 
judgments of sense (material aesthetic judgments); only pure aesthetic 
judgments (since they are formal) are properly judgments of taste.

Hence a judgment of taste is pure only insofar as no merely empirical lik­
ing is mingled in with the basis that determines it. But this is just what 
happens whenever charm or emotion have a share in a judgment by which 
something is to be declared beautiful.

Here again some will raise objections, trying to make out, not merely that 
charm is a necessary ingredient in beauty, but indeed that it is sufficient all 
by itself to [deserve] being called beautiful.

# # ❖

But the view that the beauty we attribute to an object on account of its 
form is actually capable of being heightened by charm is a vulgar error that 
is very prejudicial to genuine, uncorrupted, solid [griindlich} taste. It is true 
that charms may be added to beauty as a supplement: they may offer the mind 
more than that dry liking, by also making the presentation of the object 
interesting to it, and hence they may commend to us taste and its cultiva­
tion, above all if our taste is still crude and unpracticed. But charms do 
actually impair the judgment of taste if they draw attention to themselves as 
[if they were] bases for judging beauty. For the view that they contribute to 
beauty is so far off the mark that it is in fact only as aliens that they must, 
indulgently, be granted admittance when taste is still weak and unpracticed, 
and only insofar as they do not interfere with the beautiful form.

In painting, in sculpture, indeed in all the visual arts, including architec­
ture and horticulture insofar as they are fine arts, design is what is essen­
tial; in design the basis for any involvement of taste is not what gratifies us 
in sensation, but merely what we like because of its form. The colors that 
illuminate the outline belong to charm. Though they can indeed make the 
object itself vivid to sense, they cannot make it beautiful and worthy of 
being beheld. Rather, usually the requirement of beautiful form severely 
restricts [what] colors [may be used], and even where the charm [of colors] 
is admitted it is still only the form that refines the colors.

All form of objects of the senses (the outer senses or, indirectly, the inner 
sense as well) is either shape or play ; if the latter, it is either play of shapes 
(in space, namely, mimetic art and dance), or mere play of sensations (in 
time). The charm  of colors or of the agreeable tone of an instrument may be 
added, but it is the design in the first case and the composition  in the sec­
ond that constitute the proper object of a pure judgment of taste; that the
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purity of the colors and of the tones, or for that matter their variety and 
contrast, seem to contribute to the beauty, does not mean that, because 
they themselves are agreeable, they furnish us, as it were, with a supple­
ment to, and one of the same kind as, our liking for the form. For all they 
do is to make the form intuitable more precisely, determinately, and com­
pletely, while they also enliven the presentation by means of their charm, 
by arousing and sustaining the attention we direct toward the object itself.

Even what we call ornaments (parerga2), i.e., what does not belong to the 
whole presentation of the object as an intrinsic constituent, but [is] only an 
extrinsic addition, does indeed increase our taste’s liking, and yet it too 
does so only by its form, as in the case of picture frames, or drapery on 
statues, or colonnades around magnificent buildings. On the other hand, if 
the ornament itself does not consist in beautiful form but is merely attached, 
as a gold frame is to a painting so that its charm may commend the painting 
for our approval, then it impairs genuine beauty and is called^mery.

Emotion, a sensation where agreeableness is brought about only by 
means of a momentary inhibition of the vital force followed by a stronger 
outpouring of it, does not belong to beauty at all. But sublimity (with which 
the feeling of emotion is connected) requires a different standard of judg­
ing from the one that taste uses as a basis. Hence a pure judgment of taste 
has as its determining basis neither charm nor emotion, in other words, no 
sensation, which is [merely] the matter of an aesthetic judgment.

* * *

§ 16. A JU D G M E N T  O F T A ST E  BY W H IC H  W E  D E C L A R E  AN 

O B JE C T  B E A U T IF U L  U N D E R  T H E  C O N D ITIO N  O F 

A D E T E R M IN A T E  C O N C E P T  IS  N O T P U R E

There are two kinds of beauty, free beauty (pidchritudo vaga) and merely 
accessory beauty (pulchritudo adhaerens). Free beauty does not presuppose 
a concept of what the object is [meant] to be. Accessory beauty does presup­
pose such a concept, as well as the object s perfection in terms of that con­
cept. The free kinds of beauty are called (self-subsistent) beauties of this or 
that thing. The other kind of beauty is accessory to a concept (i.e., it is 
conditioned beauty) and as such is attributed to objects that fall under the 
concept of a particular purpose.

Flowers are free natural beauties. Hardly anyone apart from the botanist 
knows what sort of thing a flower is [meant] to be; and even he, while rec­
ognizing it as the reproductive organ of a plant, pays no attention to this 
natural purpose when he judges the flower by taste. Hence the judgment is 
based on no perfection of any kind, no intrinsic purposiveness to which the 
combination of the manifold might refer. Many birds (the parrot, the 
humming-bird, the bird of paradise) and a lot of crustaceans in the sea are 
[free] beauties themselves [and] belong to no object determined by concepts 
as to its purpose, but we like them freely and on their own account. Thus 
design a la grecque , 3 the foliage on borders or on wallpaper, etc., mean

2. Byworks, subordinate things (Greek). present-day French art historians— to character-
3. The phrase a la grecque [in the style of the ize the classicism in what is now called the Louis
Greeks; French] was apparently used in the XVI style [translator’s note].
eighteenth century— and is still used by some
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nothing on their own: they represent [vorstellen] nothing, no object under a 
determinate concept, and are free beauties. What we call fantasias in music 
(namely, music without a topic [Thema]), indeed all music not set to words, 
may also be included in the same class.

When we judge free beauty (according to mere form) then our judgment of 
taste is pure. Here we presuppose no concept of any purpose for which the 
manifold is to serve the given object, and hence no concept [as to] what the 
object is [meant] to represent; our imagination is playing, as it were, while it 
contemplates the shape, and such a concept would only restrict its freedom.

# # #

§ 1 7 .  ON T H E  ID EA L  O F BEA U TY

There can be no objective rule of taste, no rule of taste that determines by 
concepts what is beautiful. For any judgment from this source [i.e., taste] is 
aesthetic, i.e., the basis determining it is the subject’s feeling and not the 
concept of an object. If we search for a principle of taste that states the 
universal criterion of the beautiful by means of determinate concepts, then 
we engage in a fruitless endeavor, because we search for something that is 
impossible and intrinsically contradictory. The universal communicability 
of the sensation (of liking or disliking)— a universal communicability that 
is indeed not based on a concept— [I say that] the broadest possible agree­
ment among all ages and peoples regarding this feeling that accompanies 
the presentation of certain objects is the empirical criterion [for what is 
beautiful]. This criterion, although weak and barely sufficient for a conjec­
ture, [does suggest] that a taste so much confirmed by examples stems from 
[a] deeply hidden basis, common to all human beings, underlying their 
agreement in judging the forms under which objects are given them.

That is why we regard some products of taste as exemplary. This does not 
mean that taste can be acquired by imitating someone else’s. For taste must 
be an ability one has oneself; and although someone who imitates a model 
may manifest skill insofar as he succeeds in this, he manifests taste only 
insofar as he can judge that model himself. From this, however, it follows 
that the highest model, the archetype of taste, is a mere idea, an idea which 
everyone must generate within himself and by which he must judge any 
object of taste, any example of someone’s judging by taste, and even the 
taste of everyone [else].

Idea  properly means a rational concept, and ideal the presentation of an 
individual being as adequate to an idea. Hence that archetype of taste, 
which does indeed rest on reason’s indeterminate idea of a maximum, but 
which still can be presented not through concepts but only in an individual 
exhibition, may more appropriately be called the ideal of the beautiful. 
Though we do not have such an ideal in our possession, we do strive to pro­
duce it within us. But it will be merely an ideal of the imagination, precisely 
because it does not rest on concepts but rests on an exhibition, and the 
power of exhibition is the imagination.
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E x p l i c a t io n  o f  t h e  B e a u t i f u l  I n f e r r e d  
f r o m  t h e  T h ir d  M o m e n t

Beauty is an objects form of purposiveness insofar as it is perceived in the 
object without the presentation o f  a purpose.4

§ 1 8 .  W H A T T H E  M O D A LITY O F A JU D G M E N T  O F TA ST E  IS

About any presentation I can say at least that there is a possibility for it (as 
a cognition) to be connected with a pleasure. About that which I call agree­
able  I say that it actually gives rise to pleasure in me. But we think of the 
beautiful as having a necessary reference to liking. This necessity is of a 
special kind. It is not a theoretical objective necessity, allowing us to cog­
nize a priori that everyone will fe e l  this liking for the object I call beautiful. 
Nor is it a practical objective necessity, where, through concepts of a pure 
rational will that serves freely acting beings as a rule, this liking is the nec­
essary consequence of an objective law and means nothing other than that 
one absolutely (without any further aim) ought to act in a certain way. 
Rather, as a necessity that is thought in an aesthetic judgment, it can only 
be called exemplary, i.e., a necessity of the assent of everyone to a judgment 
that is regarded as an example of a universal rule that we are unable to 
state. Since an aesthetic judgment is not an objective and cognitive one, 
this necessity cannot be derived from determinate concepts and hence is 
not apodeictic.5 Still less can it be inferred from the universality of experi­
ence (from a thorough agreement among judgments about the beauty of a 
certain object). For not only would experience hardly furnish a sufficient 
amount of evidence for this, but a concept of the necessity of these judg­
ments cannot be based on empirical judgments.

§ 19. T H E  S U B JE C T IV E  N E C E S S IT Y  TH AT W E  A T T R IB U T E  

TO  A JU D G M E N T  O F T A ST E  IS  C O N D IT IO N E D

A judgment of taste requires everyone to assent; and whoever declares some­
thing to be beautiful holds that everyone ought to give his approval to the 
object at hand and that he too should declare it beautiful. Hence the ought 
in an aesthetic judgment, even once we have [nach] all the data needed for 
judging, is still uttered only conditionally. We solicit everyone else’s assent 
because we have a basis for it that is common to all. Indeed, we could count 
on that assent, if only we could always be sure that the instance had been 
subsumed correctly under that basis, which is the rule for the approval.

* * *

4. It might be adduced as a counterinstance to 
this explication that there are things in which we
see a purposive form without recognizing a pur­
pose in them [but which we nevertheless do not 
consider beautiful]. Examples are the stone 
utensils sometimes excavated from ancient 
burial mounds, which are provided with a hole 
as if for a handle. Although these clearly betray 
in their shape a purposiveness whose purpose is 
unknown, we do not declare them beautiful on 
that account. And yet, the very fact that we

regard them as work[s] of art already forces us to 
admit that we are referring their shape to some 
intention or other and to some determinate pur­
pose. That is also why we have no direct liking 
whatever for their intuition. A flower, on the 
other hand, e.g., a tulip, is considered beautiful, 
because in our perception of it we encounter a 
certain purposiveness that, given how we are 
judging the flower, we do not refer to any pur­
pose whatever [Kant’s note].
5. Absolutely certain.
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§ 2 2 .  T H E  N E C E S S IT Y  O F T H E  U N IV E R SA L  A SS E N T  TH A T W E  T H IN K  IN A 

JU D G M E N T  O F T A ST E  IS  A S U B JE C T IV E  N E C E S S IT Y  TH AT W E  P R E S E N T  

AS O B JE C T IV E  BY P R E S U P P O S IN G  A C O M M O N  S E N S E

Whenever we make a judgment declaring something to be beautiful, we per­
mit no one to hold a different opinion, even though we base our judgment 
only on our feeling rather than on concepts; hence we regard this underlying 
feeling as a common rather than as a private feeling. But if we are to use this 
common sense in such a way, we cannot base it on experience; for it seeks to 
justify us in making judgments that contain an ought: it does not say that 
everyone will agree with my judgment, but that he ought to. Hence the com­
mon sense, of whose judgment I am at that point offering my judgment of 
taste as an example, attributing to it exemplary validity on that account, is a 
mere ideal standard. With this standard presupposed, we could rightly turn 
a judgment that agreed with it, as well as the liking that is expressed in it for 
some object, into a rule for everyone. For although the principle is only sub­
jective, it would still be assumed as subjectively universal (an idea necessary 
for everyone); and so it could, like an objective principle, demand universal 
assent insofar as agreement among different judging persons is concerned, 
provided only we were certain that we had subsumed under it correctly.

That we do actually presuppose this indeterminate standard of a com­
mon sense is proved by the fact that we presume to make judgments of 
taste. But is there in fact such a common sense, as a constitutive principle 
of the possibility of experience, or is there a still higher principle of reason 
that makes it only a regulative principle for us, [in order] to bring forth in 
us, for higher purposes, a common sense in the first place? In other words, 
is taste an original and natural ability, or is taste only the idea of an ability 
yet to be acquired and [therefore] artificial, so that a judgment of taste with 
its requirement for universal assent is in fact only a demand of reason to 
produce such agreement in the way we sense? In the latter case the ought, 
i.e., the objective necessity that everyones feeling flow along with the par­
ticular feeling of each person, would signify only that there is a possibility 
of reaching such agreement; and the judgment of taste would only offer an 
example of the application of this principle. These questions we neither 
wish to nor can investigate at this point. For the present our task is only to 
analyze the power of taste into its elements, and to unite these ultimately in 
the idea of a common sense.

E x p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  B e a u t i f u l  I n f e r r e d  f r o m  t h e  F o u r t h  M o m e n t

Beautiful is what without a concept is cognized as the object of a necessary 
liking.

G e n e r a l  C o m m e n t  o n  t h e  F i r s t  D i v i s i o n 6 o f  t h e  A n a l y t i c

If we take stock of the above analyses, we find that everything comes down 
to the concept of taste, namely, that taste is an ability to judge an object in 
reference to the fr ee  lawfulness of the imagination. Therefore, in a judg­
ment of taste the imagination must be considered in its freedom. This

6. That is, the first book— the analytic of the beautiful.
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implies, first of all, that this power is here not taken as reproductive, where 
it is subject to the laws of association, but as productive and spontaneous 
(as the originator of chosen forms of possible intuitions). Moreover, [sec­
ond,] although in apprehending a given object of sense the imagination is 
tied to a determinate form of this object and to that extent does not have 
free play (as it does [e.g.] in poetry), it is still conceivable that the object 
may offer it just the sort of form in the combination of its manifold as the 
imagination, if it were left to itself [and] free, would design in harmony 
with the understanding’s lawfulness in general. And yet, to say that the 
imagination  is free  and yet lawful o f  itself i.e., that it carries autonomy with 
it, is a contradiction. The understanding alone gives the law. But when the 
imagination is compelled to proceed according to a determinate law, then 
its product is determined by concepts (as far as its form is concerned); but 
in that case the liking, as was shown above, is a liking not for the beautiful 
but for the good (of perfection, at any rate, formal perfection), and the 
judgment is not a judgment made by taste. It seems, therefore, that only a 
lawfulness without a law, and a subjective harmony of the imagination 
with the understanding without an objective harmony— where the presen­
tation is referred to a determinate concept of an object— is compatible 
with the free lawfulness of the understanding (which has also been called 
purposiveness without a purpose) and with the peculiarity of a judgment 
of taste.

From B ook II. Analytic o f  the Sublim e 

§ 2 3 .  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  t h e  p o w e r  o f  j u d g i n g  t h e  b e a u t i f u l

TO  TH A T O F JU D G IN G  T H E  S U B L IM E

The beautiful and the sublime are similar in some respects. We like both for 
their own sake, and both presuppose that we make a judgment of reflection 
rather than either a judgment of sense or a logically determinative one. 
Hence in neither of them does our liking depend on a sensation, such as 
that of the agreeable, nor on a determinate concept, as does our liking for 
the good; yet we do refer the liking to concepts, though it is indeterminate 
which concepts these are. Hence the liking is connected with the mere 
exhibition or power of exhibition, i.e., the imagination, with the result that 
we regard this power, when an intuition is given us, as harmonizing with 
the power o f  concepts, i.e., the understanding or reason, this harmony fur­
thering [the aims of] these. That is also why both kinds of judgment are 
singular ones that nonetheless proclaim themselves universally valid for all 
subjects, though what they lay claim to is merely the feeling of pleasure, 
and not any cognition of the object.

But some significant differences between the beautiful and the sublime 
are also readily apparent. The beautiful in nature concerns the form of the 
object, which consists in [the objects] being bounded. But the sublime can 
also be found in a formless object, insofar as we present unboundedness, 
either [as] in the object or because the object prompts us to present it, 
while yet we add to this unboundedness the thought of its totality. So it 
seems that we regard the beautiful as the exhibition of an indeterminate 
concept of the understanding, and the sublime as the exhibition of an
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indeterminate concept of reason.7 Hence in the case of the beautiful our 
liking is connected with the presentation of quality , but in the case of the 
sublime with the presentation of quantity. The two likings are also very 
different in kind. For the one liking ([that for] the beautiful) carries with 
it directly a feeling of life’s being furthered, and hence is compatible with 
charms and with an imagination at play. But the other liking (the feeling 
of the sublime) is a pleasure that arises only indirectly: it is produced by 
the feeling of a momentary inhibition of the vital forces followed immedi­
ately by an outpouring of them that is all the stronger. Hence it is an emo­
tion, and so it seems to be seriousness, rather than play, in the imagination’s 
activity. Hence, too, this liking is incompatible with charms, and, since 
the mind is not just attracted by the object but is alternately always 
repelled as well, the liking for the sublime contains not so much a posi­
tive pleasure as rather admiration and respect, and so should be called a 
negative pleasure.

But the intrinsic and most important distinction between the sublime 
and the beautiful is presumably the following. If, as is permissible, we start 
here by considering only the sublime in natural objects (since the sublime 
in art is always confined to the conditions that [art] must meet to be in har­
mony with nature), then the distinction in question comes to this: (Inde­
pendent) natural beauty carries with it a purposiveness in its form, by 
which the object seems as it were predetermined for our power of judg­
ment, so that this beauty constitutes in itself an object of our liking. On the 
other hand, if something arouses in us, merely in apprehension and without 
any reasoning on our part, a feeling of the sublime, then it may indeed 
appear, in its form, contrapurposive for our power of judgment, incommen­
surate with our power of exhibition, and as it were violent to our imagina­
tion, and yet we judge it all the more sublime for that.

We see from this at once that we express ourselves entirely incorrectly 
when we call this or that object o f  nature sublime, even though we may 
quite correctly call a great many natural objects beautiful; for how can we 
call something by a term of approval if we apprehend it as in itself contra­
purposive? Instead, all we are entitled to say is that the object is suitable for 
exhibiting a sublimity that can be found in the mind. For what is sublime, 
in the proper meaning of the term, cannot be contained in any sensible 
form but concerns only ideas of reason, which, though they cannot be 
exhibited adequately, are aroused and called to mind by this very inade­
quacy, which can be exhibited in sensibility. Thus the vast ocean heaved up 
by storms cannot be called sublime. The sight of it is horrible; and one must 
already have filled one’s mind with all sorts of ideas if such an intuition is 
to attune it to a feeling that is itself sublime, inasmuch as the mind is 
induced to abandon sensibility and occupy itself with ideas containing a 
higher purposiveness.

Independent natural beauty reveals to us a technic of nature that allows 
us to present nature as a system in terms of laws whose principle we do not 
find anywhere in our understanding: the principle of a purposiveness 
directed to our use of judgment as regards appearances. Under this principle,

7. Reason  refers to our mental work with nonphysical ideas; understanding refers to apprehension and 
cognition of the physical world.
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appearances must be judged as belonging not merely to nature as governed 
by its purposeless mechanism, but also to [nature considered by] analogy 
with art. Hence even though this beauty does not actually expand our cog­
nition of natural objects, it does expand our concept of nature, namely, 
from nature as mere mechanism to the concept of that same nature as art, 
and that invites us to profound investigations about [how] such a form is 
possible. However, in what we usually call sublime in nature there is such 
an utter lack of anything leading to particular objective principles and to 
forms of nature conforming to them, that it is rather in its chaos that nature 
most arouses our ideas of the sublime, or in its wildest and most ruleless 
disarray and devastation, provided it displays magnitude and might. This 
shows that the concept of the sublime in nature is not nearly as important 
and rich in implications as that of the beautiful in nature, and that this 
concept indicates nothing purposive whatever in nature itself but only in 
what use we can make of our intuitions of nature so that we can feel a pur­
posiveness within ourselves entirely independent of nature. For the beauti­
ful in nature we must seek a basis outside ourselves, but for the sublime a 
basis merely within ourselves and in the way of thinking that introduces 
sublimity into our presentation of nature. This is a crucial preliminary 
remark, which separates our ideas of the sublime completely from the idea 
of a purposiveness of nature, and turns the theory of the sublime into a 
mere appendix to our aesthetic judging of the purposiveness of nature. For 
through these ideas we do not present a particular form in nature, but only 
develop [the] purposive use that the imagination makes of the presentation 
of nature.

# $ #

§25. E X PL IC A T IO N  O F T H E  T E R M  S U B L IM E

We call sublime what is absolutely [schlechthin] large. To be large [grofi] 
and to be a magnitude [Grofie] are quite different concepts (magnitudo and 
quantitas). Also, saying simply [schlechtweg] (simpliciter) that something is 
large is quite different from saying that it is absolutely large (absolute, non  
comparative magnum8). The latter is what is large beyond all comparison.

# # #

The above explication can also be put as follows: That is sublime in com ­
parison with which everything else is small. We can easily see here that 
nothing in nature can be given, however large we may judge it, that could 
not, when considered in a different relation, be degraded all the way to the 
infinitely small, nor conversely anything so small that it could not, when 
compared with still smaller standards, be expanded for our imagination all 
the way to the magnitude of a world; telescopes have provided us with a 
wealth of material in support of the first point, microscopes in support of 
the second. Hence, considered on this basis, nothing that can be an object 
of the senses is to be called sublime. [What happens is that] our imagina­
tion strives to progress toward infinity, while our reason demands absolute 
totality as a real idea, and so [the imagination,] our power of estimating the

8. Absolutely, not comparatively, large (Latin).
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magnitude of things in the world of sense, is inadequate to that idea. Yet 
this inadequacy itself is the arousal in us of the feeling that we have within 
us a supersensible power; and what is absolutely large is not an object of 
sense, but is the use that judgment makes naturally of certain objects so as 
to [arouse] this (feeling), and in contrast with that use any other use is 
small. Hence what is to be called sublime is not the object, but the attun- 
ement9 that the intellect [gets] through a certain presentation that occupies 
reflective judgment.

Hence we may supplement the formulas already given to explicate the 
sublime by another one: Sublime is what even to be able to think proves that 
the mind has a power surpassing any standard o f  sense.

§26. ON E ST IM A T IN G  T H E  M A G N ITU D E O F NATURAL T H IN G S ,

AS W E  M U ST  FO R  T H E  ID EA  O F T H E  S U B L IM E

* * *

In order for the imagination to take in a quantum intuitively, so that we can 
then use it as a measure or unity in estimating magnitude by numbers, the 
imagination must perform two acts: apprehension (apprehensio), and compre­
hension (comprehensio aesthetica). Apprehension involves no problem, for it 
may progress to infinity. But comprehension becomes more and more difficult 
the farther apprehension progresses, and it soon reaches its maximum, 
namely, the aesthetically largest basic measure for an estimation of magni­
tude. For when apprehension has reached the point where the partial presen­
tations of sensible intuition that were first apprehended are already beginning 
to be extinguished in the imagination, as it proceeds to apprehend further 
ones, the imagination then loses as much on the one side as it gains on the 
other; and so there is a maximum in comprehension that it cannot exceed.

This serves to explain a comment made by Savary in his report on Egypt:1 
that in order to get the full emotional effect from the magnitude of the 
pyramids one must neither get too close to them nor stay too far away. For 
if one stays too far away, then the apprehended parts (the stones on top of 
one another) are presented only obscurely, and hence their presentation has 
no effect on the subjects aesthetic judgment; and if one gets too close, then 
the eye needs some time to complete the apprehension from the base to the 
peak, but during that time some of the earlier parts are invariably extin­
guished in the imagination before it has apprehended the later ones, and 
hence the comprehension is never complete. Perhaps the same observation 
can explain the bewilderment or kind of perplexity that is said to seize the 
spectator who for the first time enters St. Peter s Basilica in Rome. For he has 
the feeling that his imagination is inadequate for exhibiting the idea of a 
whole, [a feeling] in which imagination reaches its maximum, and as it strives 
to expand that maximum, it sinks back into itself, but consequently comes to 
feel a liking [that amounts to an] emotion [riihrendes Wohlgefalien].

I shall say nothing for now regarding the basis of this liking, a liking con­
nected with a presentation from which one would least expect it, namely, a 
presentation that makes us aware of its own inadequacy and hence also of its

9. That is, the mental sensation that attends per- 1. Lettres sur I’Egy-pte (1 7 8 5 -8 6 , Letters on
ceiving an object that exceeds the capacity of our Egypt), by Claude-Etienne Savary (1750-1788),
senses. French traveler and Orientalist.
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subjective unpurposiveness for the power of judgment in its estimation of 
magnitude. Here I shall only point out that if the aesthetic judgment in ques­
tion is to be pure (unmixed with any teleological and hence rational judg­
ment), and if we are to give an example of it that is fully appropriate for the 
critique of aesthetic judgment, then we must point to the sublime not in prod­
ucts of art (e.g., buildings, columns, etc.), where both the form and the mag­
nitude are determined by a human purpose, nor in natural things whose very 
concept carries with it a determinate purpose (e.g., animals with a known 
determination in nature), but rather in crude nature (and even in it only inso­
far as it carries with it no charm, nor any emotion aroused by actual danger), 
that is, merely insofar as crude nature contains magnitude. For in such a pre­
sentation nature contains nothing monstrous (nor anything magnificent or 
horrid); it does not matter how far the apprehended magnitude has increased, 
just as long as our imagination can comprehend it within one whole. An 
object is monstrous if by its magnitude it nullifies the purpose that constitutes 
its concept. And colossal is what we call the mere exhibition of a concept if 
that concept is almost too large for any exhibition (i.e., if it borders on the 
relatively monstrous); for the purpose of exhibiting a concept is hampered if 
the intuition of the object is almost too large for our power of apprehension. 
A pure judgment about the sublime, on the other hand, must have no pur­
pose whatsoever of the object as the basis determining it, if it is to be aes­
thetic and not mingled with some judgment of understanding or of reason.

* * *

Since the presentation of anything that our merely reflective power of judg­
ment is to like without an interest must carry with it a purposiveness that is 
subjective and yet universally valid, but since in the sublime (unlike the 
beautiful) our judging is not based on a purposiveness of the form  of the 
object, the following questions arise: What is this subjective purposiveness, 
and how does it come to be prescribed as a standard, thereby providing a 
basis for a universally valid liking accompanying the mere estimation of 
magnitude— an estimation that has been pushed to the point where the abil­
ity of our imagination is inadequate to exhibit the concept of magnitude?

When the imagination performs the combination [Zusammensetzung] 
that is required to present a magnitude, it encounters no obstacles and on 
its own progresses to infinity, while the understanding guides it by means 
of numerical concepts, for which the imagination must provide the schema; 
and in this procedure, which is involved in the logical estimation of magni­
tude, there is indeed something objectively purposive under the concept of 
a purpose (since any measuring is a purpose).

# # «

The infinite, however, is absolutely large (not merely large by compari­
son). Compared with it everything else (of the same kind of magnitudes) is 
small. But— and this is most important— to be able even to think the infi­
nite as a w hole indicates a mental power that surpasses any standard of 
sense. For [thinking the infinite as a whole while using a standard of sense] 
would require a comprehension yielding as a unity a standard that would 
have a determinate relation to the infinite, one that could be stated in num­
bers; and this is impossible. If the human mind is nonetheless to be able
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even to think the given infinite without contradiction, it must have within 
itself a power that is supersensible, whose idea of a noumenon2 cannot be 
intuited but can yet be regarded as the substrate underlying what is mere 
appearance, namely, our intuition of the world. For only by means of this 
power and its idea do we, in a pure intellectual estimation of magnitude, 
comprehend the infinite in the world of sense entirely under a concept, 
even though in a mathematical estimation of magnitude by means o f  numer­
ical concepts we can never think it in its entirety. Even a power that enables 
us to think the infinite of supersensible intuition as given (in our intelligible 
substrate) surpasses any standard of sensibility. It is large beyond any com­
parison even with the power of mathematical estimation— not, it is true, for 
[the pursuit of] a theoretical aim on behalf of our cognitive power, but still 
as an expansion of the mind that feels able to cross the barriers of sensibility 
with a different (a practical) aim.

Hence nature is sublime in those of its appearances whose intuition car­
ries with it the idea of their infinity. But the only way for this to occur is 
through the inadequacy of even the greatest effort of our imagination to 
estimate an object’s magnitude. In the mathematical estimation of magni­
tude, however, the imagination is equal to the task of providing, for any 
object, a measure that will suffice for this estimation, because the under­
standing’s numerical concepts can be used in a progression and so can 
make any measure adequate to any given magnitude. Hence it must be the 
aesthetic estimation of magnitude where we feel that effort, our imagina­
tion’s effort to perform a comprehension that surpasses its ability to encom­
pass [hegreifen] the progressive apprehension in a whole of intuition, and 
where at the same time we perceive the inadequacy of the imagination— 
unbounded though it is as far as progressing is concerned— for taking in 
and using, for the estimation of magnitude, a basic measure that is suitable 
for this with minimal expenditure on the part of the understanding. Now the 
proper unchangeable basic measure of nature is the absolute whole of nature, 
which, in the case of nature as appearance, is infinity comprehended. This 
basic measure, however, is a self-contradictory concept (because an absolute 
totality of an endless progression is impossible). Hence that magnitude of a 
natural object to which the imagination fruitlessly applies its entire ability 
to comprehend must lead the concept of nature to a supersensible substrate 
(which underlies both nature and our ability to think), a substrate that is 
large beyond any standard of sense and hence makes us judge as sublime 
not so much the object as the mental attunement in which we find our­
selves when we estimate the object.

Therefore, just as the aesthetic power of judgment in judging the beauti­
ful refers the imagination in its free play to the understanding so that it will 
harmonize with the understanding’s concepts in general (which concepts 
they are is left indeterminate), so in judging a thing sublime it refers the 
imagination to reason so that it will harmonize subjectively with reason’s 
ideas (which ideas they are is indeterminate), i.e., so that it will produce a 
mental attunement that conforms to and is compatible with the one that an 
influence by determinate (practical) ideas would produce on feeling.

2. Something as it is in itself (which Kant sets against phen om enon , a “mere appearance” grasped 
through the senses).
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This also shows that true sublimity must be sought only in the mind of 
the judging person, not in the natural object the judging of which prompts 
this mental attunement. Indeed, who would want to call sublime such 
things as shapeless mountain masses piled on one another in wild disarray, 
with their pyramids of ice, or the gloomy raging sea? But the mind feels 
elevated in its own judgment of itself when it contemplates these without 
concern for their form and abandons itself to the imagination and to a rea­
son that has come to be connected with it— though quite without a deter­
minate purpose, and merely expanding it— and finds all the might of the 
imagination still inadequate to reason s ideas.

* * #

§27. ON T H E  Q U ALITY O F L IK IN G  IN O U R  JU D G IN G  O F T H E  S U B L IM E

The feeling that it is beyond our ability to attain to an idea that is a law fo r  
us is r e s p e c t . Now the idea of comprehending every appearance that may 
be given us in the intuition of a whole is an idea enjoined on us by a law of 
reason, which knows no other determinate measure that is valid for every­
one and unchanging than the absolute whole. But our imagination, even in 
its greatest effort to do what is demanded of it and comprehend a given 
object in a whole of intuition (and hence to exhibit the idea of reason), 
proves its own limits and inadequacy, and yet at the same time proves its 
vocation to [obey] a law, namely, to make itself adequate to that idea. Hence 
the feeling of the sublime in nature is respect for our own vocation. But by 
a certain subreption3 (in which respect for the object is substituted for 
respect for the idea of humanity within our[selves, as] subject[s]) this 
respect is accorded an object of nature that, as it were, makes intuitable for 
us the superiority of the rational vocation of our cognitive powers over the 
greatest power of sensibility.

Hence the feeling of the sublime is a feeling of displeasure that arises 
from the imagination’s inadequacy, in an aesthetic estimation of magni­
tude, for an estimation by reason, but is at the same time also a pleasure, 
aroused by the fact that this very judgment, namely, that even the greatest 
power of sensibility is inadequate, is [itself] in harmony with rational 
ideas, insofar as striving toward them is still a law for us. For it is a law (of 
reason) for us, and part of our vocation, to estimate any sense object in 
nature that is large for us as being small when compared with ideas of 
reason; and whatever arouses in us the feeling of this supersensible voca­
tion is in harmony with that law. Now the greatest effort of the imagina­
tion in exhibiting the unity [it needs] to estimate magnitude is [itself] a 
reference to something large absolutely, and hence also a reference to rea­
son s law to adopt only this something as the supreme measure of magni­
tude. Hence our inner perception that every standard of sensibility is 
inadequate for an estimation of magnitude by reason is [itself] a harmony 
with laws of reason, as well as a displeasure that arouses in us the feeling 
of our supersensible vocation, according to which finding that every stan­
dard of sensibility is inadequate to the ideas of reason is purposive and 
hence pleasurable.

3. A misrepresentation; a misunderstanding derived from such a misrepresentation.
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In presenting the sublime in nature the mind feels agitated , while in an 
aesthetic judgment about the beautiful in nature it is in restful contempla­
tion. This agitation (above all at its inception) can be compared with a 
vibration, i.e., with a rapid alternation of repulsion from, and attraction to, 
one and the same object. If a [thing] is excessive for the imagination (and 
the imagination is driven to [such excess] as it apprehends [the thing] in 
intuition), then [the thing] is, as it were, an abyss in which the imagination 
is afraid to lose itself. Yet, at the same time, for reason’s idea of the super­
sensible [this same thing] is not excessive but conforms to reason’s law to 
give rise to such striving by the imagination. Hence [the thing] is now 
attractive to the same degree to which [formerly] it was repulsive to mere 
sensibility. The judgment itself, however, always remains only aesthetic 
here. For it is not based on a determinate concept of the object, and pres­
ents merely the subjective play of the mental powers themselves (imagina­
tion and reason) as harmonious by virtue of their contrast. For just as, when 
we judge the beautiful, imagination and understanding give rise to a sub­
jective purposiveness of the mental powers by their accordance , so do imag­
ination and reason here give rise to such a purposiveness by their con flict, 
namely, to a feeling that we have a pure and independent reason, or a power 
for estimating magnitude, whose superiority cannot be made intuitable by 
anything other than the inadequacy of that power which in exhibiting mag­
nitudes (of sensible objects) is itself unbounded.

* * *

§28. ON n a t u r e  a s  a  m i g h t

Might is an ability that is superior to great obstacles. It is called dom inance 
[Gewalt] if it is superior even to the resistance of something that itself pos­
sesses might. When in an aesthetic judgment we consider nature as a might 
that has no dominance over us, then it is dynamically sublime.

If we are to judge nature as sublime dynamically, we must present it as 
arousing fear. (But the reverse does not hold: not every object that arouses 
fear is found sublime when we judge it aesthetically.) For when we judge 
[something] aesthetically (without a concept), the only way we can judge a 
superiority over obstacles is by the magnitude of the resistance. But what­
ever we strive to resist is an evil, and it is an object of fear if we find that our 
ability [to resist it] is no match for it. Hence nature can count as a might, 
and so as dynamically sublime, for aesthetic judgment only insofar as we 
consider it as an object of fear.

We can, however, consider an object fearfu l without being afraid o f  it, 
namely, if we judge it in such a way that we merely think of the case where 
we might possibly want to put up resistance against it, and that any resis­
tance would in that case be utterly futile. Thus a virtuous person fears God 
without being afraid of him. For he does not think of wanting to resist God 
and his commandments as a possibility that should worry him. But for every 
such case, which he thinks of as not impossible intrinsically, he recognizes 
God as fearful.

Just as we cannot pass judgment on the beautiful if we are seized by 
inclination and appetite, so we cannot pass judgment at all on the sublime
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in nature if we are afraid. For we flee from the sight of an object that scares 
us, and it is impossible to like terror that we take seriously. That is why the 
agreeableness that arises from the cessation of a hardship is gladness. But 
since this gladness involves our liberation from a danger, it is accompanied 
by our resolve never to expose ourselves to that danger again. Indeed, we do 
not even like to think back on that sensation, let alone actively seek out an 
opportunity for it.

On the other hand, consider bold, overhanging and, as it were, threaten­
ing rocks, thunderclouds piling up in the sky and moving about accompa­
nied by lightning and thunderclaps, volcanoes with all their destructive 
power, hurricanes with all the devastation they leave behind, the boundless 
ocean heaved up, the high waterfall of a mighty river, and so on. Compared 
to the might of any of these, our ability to resist becomes an insignificant 
trifle. Yet the sight of them becomes all the more attractive the more fearful 
it is, provided we are in a safe place. And we like to call these objects sub­
lime because they raise the soul's fortitude above its usual middle range 
and allow us to discover in ourselves an ability to resist which is of a quite 
different kind, and which gives us the courage [to believe] that we could be 
a match for nature’s seeming omnipotence.

For although we found our own limitation when we considered the 
immensity of nature and the inadequacy of our ability to adopt a standard 
proportionate to estimating aesthetically the magnitude of nature’s dom ain , 
yet we also found, in our power of reason, a different and nonsensible stan­
dard that has this infinity itself under it as a unit; and since in contrast to 
this standard everything in nature is small, we found in our mind a supe­
riority over nature itself in its immensity. In the same way, though the 
irresistibility of nature’s might makes us, considered as natural beings, 
recognize our physical impotence, it reveals in us at the same time an 
ability to judge ourselves independent of nature, and reveals in us a supe­
riority over nature that is the basis of a self-preservation quite different in 
kind from the one that can be assailed and endangered by nature outside 
us. This keeps the humanity in our person from being degraded, even 
though a human being would have to succumb to that dominance [of 
nature]. Hence if in judging nature aesthetically we call it sublime, we do 
so not because nature arouses fear, but because it calls forth our strength 
(which does not belong to nature [within us]), to regard as small the 
[objects] of our [natural] concerns: property, health, and life, and because 
of this we regard nature’s might (to which we are indeed subjected in 
these [natural] concerns) as yet not having such dominance over us, as 
persons, that we should have to bow to it if our highest principles were at 
stake and we had to choose between upholding or abandoning them. 
Hence nature is here called sublime [erhaben] merely because it elevates 
[erhebt] our imagination, [making] it exhibit those cases where the mind 
can come to feel its own sublimity, which lies in its vocation and elevates 
it even above nature.

This self-estimation loses nothing from the fact that we must find our­
selves safe in order to feel this exciting liking, so that (as it might seem), 
since the danger is not genuine, the sublimity of our intellectual ability 
might also not be genuine. For here the liking concerns only our ability’s 
vocation, revealed in such cases, insofar as the predisposition to this ability
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is part of our nature, whereas it remains up to us, as our obligation, to 
develop and exercise this ability. And there is truth in this, no matter how 
conscious of his actual present impotence man may be when he extends his 
reflection thus far.

I admit that this principle seems farfetched and the result of some subtle 
reasoning, and hence high-flown [iiberschwenglich] for an aesthetic judg­
ment. And yet our observation of man proves the opposite, and proves that 
even the commonest judging can be based on this principle, even though 
we are not always conscious of it. For what is it that is an object of the high­
est admiration even to the savage? It is a person who is not terrified, not 
afraid, and hence does not yield to danger but promptly sets to work with 
vigor and full deliberation. Even in a fully civilized society there remains 
this superior esteem for the warrior, except that we demand more of him: 
that he also demonstrate all the virtues of peace— gentleness, sympathy, 
and even appropriate care for his own person— precisely because they 
reveal to us that his mind cannot be subdued by danger. Hence, no matter 
how much people may dispute, when they compare the statesman with the 
general, as to which one deserves the superior respect, an aesthetic judg­
ment decides in favor of the general. Even war has something sublime about 
it if it is carried on in an orderly way and with respect for the sanctity of the 
citizens’ rights. At the same time it makes the way of thinking of a people 
that carries it on in this way all the more sublime in proportion to the num­
ber of dangers in the face of which it courageously stood its ground. A pro­
longed peace, on the other hand, tends to make prevalent a mere[ly] 
commercial spirit, and along with it base selfishness, cowardice, and soft­
ness, and to debase the way of thinking of that people.

# # *

§ 2 9 .  ON T H E  MODALITY OF A JU D G M E N T  ABOUT 
T H E  S U B L IM E  IN NATURE

Beautiful nature contains innumerable things about which we do not hesi­
tate to require everyone’s judgment to agree with our own, and can in fact 
expect such agreement without being wrong very often. But we cannot with 
the same readiness count on others to accept our judgment about the sub­
lime in nature. For it seems that, if we are to pass judgment on that superi­
ority of [such] natural objects, not only must our aesthetic power of judgment 
be far more cultivated, but also so must the cognitive powers on which it is 
based.

In order for the mind to be attuned to the feeling of the sublime, it must 
be receptive to ideas. For it is precisely nature’s inadequacy to the ideas— 
and this presupposes both that the mind is receptive to ideas and that the 
imagination strains to treat nature as a schema for them— that constitutes 
what both repels our sensibility and yet attracts us at the same time, 
because it is a dominance [Gewalt] that reason exerts over sensibility only 
for the sake of expanding it commensurately with reason’s own domain (the 
practical one) and letting it look outward toward the infinite, which for sen­
sibility is an abyss. It is a fact that what is called sublime by us, having been 
prepared through culture, comes across as merely repellent to a person who
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is uncultured and lacking in the development of moral ideas. In all the evi­
dence of natures destructive force [Gewalt], and in the large scale of its 
might, in contrast to which his own is nonexistent, he will see only the hard­
ship, danger, and misery that would confront anyone forced to live in such a 
place. Thus (as Mr. de Saussure4 relates) the good and otherwise sensible 
Savoyard peasant did not hesitate to call anyone a fool who fancics glacicrcd 
mountains. He might even have had a point, if Saussure had acted merely 
from fancy, as most travelers tend to, in exposing himself to the dangers 
involved in his observations, or in order that he might some day be able to 
describe them with pathos. In fact, however, his intention was to instruct 
mankind, and that excellent man got, in addition, the soul-stirring sensation 
and gave it into the bargain to the readers of his travels.

But the fact that a judgment about the sublime in nature requires culture 
(more so than a judgment about the beautiful) still in no way implies that it 
was initially produced by culture and then introduced to society by way of 
(say) mere convention. Rather, it has its foundation in human nature: in 
something that, along with common sense, we may require and demand of 
everyone, namely, the predisposition to the feeling for (practical) ideas, i.e., 
to moral feeling.

This is what underlies the necessity—which we include in our judgment 
about the sublime— of the assent of other people’s judgment to our own. 
For just as we charge someone with a lack of taste if he is indifferent when 
he judges an object of nature that we find beautiful, so we say that someone 
has no feeling  if he remains unmoved in the presence of something we 
judge sublime. But we demand both taste and feeling of every person, and, 
if he has any culture at all, we presuppose that he has them. But we do so 
with this difference: taste we demand unhesitatingly from everyone, 
because here judgment refers the imagination merely to the understanding, 
our power of concepts; in the case of feeling, on the other hand, judgment 
refers the imagination to reason, our power of ideas, and so we demand 
feeling only under a subjective presupposition (though we believe we are 
justified and permitted to require [fulfillment of] this presupposition in 
everyone): we presuppose moral feeling in man. And so we attribute neces­
sity to this [kind of] aesthetic judgment as well.

* « *

§40. ON T A ST E  a s  a  k in d  o f  s e n s u s  c o m m u n i s

We often call the power of judgment a sense, when what we notice is not so 
much its reflection as merely its result. We then speak of a sense of truth, a 
sense of decency, of justice, etc. We do this even though we know, or at 
least properly ought to know, that a sense cannot contain these concepts, 
let alone have the slightest capacity to pronounce universal rules, but that a 
conception of truth, propriety, beauty, or justice could never enter our 
thoughts if we were not able to rise above the senses to higher cognitive 
powers. [This] com m on human understanding, which is merely man’s 
sound ([but] not yet cultivated) understanding, is regarded as the very least

4. Horace Benedict de Saussure (1740-1799), Swiss geologist and botanist [translator’s note].
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that we are entitled to expect from anyone who lays claim to the name of 
human being; and this is also why it enjoys the unfortunate honor of being 
called common sense (sensus com m unis), and this, indeed, in such a way 
that the word common (not merely in our language, where it is actually 
ambiguous, but in various others as well) means the same as vulgar— i.e., 
something found everywhere, the possession of which involves no merit or 
superiority whatever.

Instead, we must [here] take sensus communis to mean the idea of a 
sense shared [by all of us], i.e., a power to judge that in reflecting takes 
account (a priori), in our thought, of everyone else s way of presenting 
[something], in order as it were to compare our own judgment with human 
reason in general and thus escape the illusion that arises from the ease of 
mistaking subjective and private conditions for objective ones, an illusion 
that would have a prejudicial influence on the judgment. Now we do this as 
follows: we compare our judgment not so much with the actual as rather 
with the merely possible judgments of others, and [thus] put ourselves in 
the position of everyone else, merely by abstracting from the limitations 
that [may] happen to attach to our own judging; and this in turn we accom­
plish by leaving out as much as possible whatever is matter, i.e., sensation, 
in the presentational state, and by paying attention solely to the formal 
features of our presentation or of our presentational state. Now perhaps 
this operation of reflection will seem rather too artful to be attributed to 
the ability we call com m on  sense. But in fact it only looks this way when 
expressed in abstract formulas. Intrinsically nothing is more natural than 
abstracting from charm and emotion when we seek a judgment that is to 
serve as a universal rule.

[Let us compare with this sensus communis] the common human under­
standing, even though the latter is not being included here as a part of the 
critique of taste. The following maxims may serve to elucidate its princi­
ples: (1) to think for oneself; (2 ) to think from the standpoint of everyone 
else; and (3) to think always consistently. The first is the maxim of an 
unprejudiced , the second of a broadened, the third of a consistent way of 
thinking. The first is the maxim of a reason that is never passive. A propen­
sity to a passive reason, and hence to a heteronomy of reason, is called 
prejudice; and the greatest prejudice of all is superstition, which consists in 
thinking of nature as not subject to rules which the understanding through 
its own essential law lays down as the basis of nature. Liberation from 
superstition is called enlightenm ent; for although liberation from preju­
dices generally may also be called enlightenment, still superstition deserves 
to be called a prejudice preeminently (in sensu em inenti5), since the blind­
ness that superstition creates in a person, which indeed it even seems to 
demand as an obligation, reveals especially well the person’s need to be 
guided by others, and hence his state of a passive reason. As for the second 
maxim concerning [a person’s] way of thinking, it seems that wc usually 
[use a negative term and] call someone limited (of a narrow  mind as opposed 
to a broad  mind) if his talents are insufficient for a use of any magnitude 
(above all for intensive use). But we are talking here not about the power of 
cognition, but about the way o f  thinking [that involves] putting this power

5. In the prominent sense [of the term] (Latin).
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to a purposive use; and this, no matter how slight may be the range and the 
degree of a person’s natural endowments, still indicates a man with a broad­
ened way o f  thinking if he overrides the private subjective conditions of his 
judgment, into which so many others are locked, as it were, and reflects on 
his own judgment from a universal standpoint (which he can determine 
only by transferring himself to the standpoint of others). The third maxim, 
the one concerning a consistent way of thinking, is hardest to attain and 
can in fact be attained only after repeated compliance with a combination 
of the first two has become a skill. We may say that the first of these max­
ims is the maxim of the understanding, the second that of judgment, the 
third that of reason.

Resuming now the thread from which I just digressed, I maintain that 
taste can be called a sensus communis more legitimately than can sound 
understanding, and that the aesthetic power of judgment deserves to be 
called a shared sense more than does the intellectual one, if indeed we wish 
to use the word sense to stand for an effect that mere reflection has on the 
mind, even though we then mean by sense the feeling of pleasure. We could 
even define taste as the ability to judge something that makes our feeling in a 
given presentation universally communicable without mediation by a concept.

The aptitude that human beings have for communicating their thoughts to 
one another also requires that imagination and understanding be related in 
such a way that concepts can be provided with accompanying intuitions, and 
intuitions in turn with accompanying concepts, these intuitions and con­
cepts joining to [form] cognition. But here the harmony of the two mental 
powers is law-governed, under the constraint of determinate concepts. Only 
where the imagination is free when it arouses the understanding, and the 
understanding, without using concepts, puts the imagination into a play that 
is regular [i.e., manifests regularity], does the presentation communicate 
itself not as a thought but as the inner feeling of a purposive state of mind.

Hence taste is our ability to judge a priori the communicability of the 
feelings that (without mediation by a concept) are connected with a given 
presentation.

# * *

§43. ON a r t  i n  g e n e r a l

(1) Art is distinguished from nature as doing (facere) is from acting or oper­
ating in general (agere); and the product or result of art is distinguished from 
that of nature, the first being a work (opus), the second an effect (effectus).

By right we should not call anything art except a production through free­
dom, i.e., through a power of choice that bases its acts on reason. For though 
we like to call the product that bees make (the regularly constructed honey­
combs) a work of art, we do so only by virtue of an analogy with art; for as 
soon as we recall that their labor is not based on any rational deliberation on 
their part, we say at once that the product is a product of their nature 
(namely, of instinct), and it is only to their creator that we ascribe it as art.

[It is true that] if, as sometimes happens when we search through a bog, 
we come across a piece of hewn wood, we say that it is a product of art, 
rather than of nature, i.e., that the cause which produced it was thinking of
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a purpose to which this object owes its form. Elsewhere too, I suppose, we 
see art in everything that is of such a character that before it became actual 
its cause must have had a presentation of it (as even in the case of bees), yet 
precisely without the cause s having [in fact] thought of that effect. But if 
we simply call something a work of art in order to distinguish it from a 
natural effect, then we always mean by that a work of man.

(2 ) Art, as human skill, is also distinguished from science  ([i.e., we distin­
guish] can  from know), as practical from theoretical ability, as technic from 
theory (e.g., the art of surveying from geometry). That is exactly why we 
refrain from calling anything art that we can  do the moment we know  what 
is to be done, i.e., the moment we are sufficiently acquainted with what the 
desired effect is. Only if something [is such that] even the most thorough 
acquaintance with it does not immediately provide us with the skill to make 
it, then to that extent it belongs to art. C am per6 describes with great preci­
sion what the best shoe would have to be like, yet he was certainly unable 
to make one.

(3) Art is likewise distinguished from craft. The first is also called free  
art, the second could also be called m ercenary art. We regard free art [as an 
art] that could only turn out purposive (i.e., succeed) if it is play, in other 
words, an occupation that is agreeable on its own account; mercenary art 
we regard as labor, i.e., as an occupation that on its own account is dis­
agreeable (burdensome) and that attracts us only through its effect (e.g., 
pay), so that people can be coerced into it. To judge whether, in a ranking of 
the guilds, watchmakers should be counted as artists but smiths as crafts­
men, we would have to take a viewpoint different from the one adopted 
here: we would have to compare [Proportion] the talents that each of these 
occupations presupposes. Whether even among the so-called seven free 
arts7 a few may not have been included that should be numbered with the 
sciences, as well as some that are comparable to crafts, I do not here wish 
to discuss. It is advisable, however, to remind ourselves that in all the free 
arts there is yet a need for something in the order of a constraint, or, as it is 
called, a mechanism . (In poetry, for example, it is correctness and richness 
of language, as well as prosody and meter.) Without this the spirit, which in 
art must be fr ee  and which alone animates the work, would have no body at 
all and would evaporate completely. This reminder is needed because some 
of the more recent educators believe that they promote a free art best if 
they remove all constraint from it and convert it from labor into mere play.

# # #

§46. F IN E  A RT IS  T H E  A RT O F G E N IU S

Genius is the talent (natural endowment) that gives the rule of art. Since 
talent is an innate productive ability of the artist and as such belongs itself 
to nature, we could also put it this way: Genius is the innate mental predis­
position (ingenium) through w hich  nature gives the rule to art.

6. Peter Camper (1722-1789), Dutch anatomist toric) and the more advanced quadrivium (music,
and naturalist [translator’s note]. arithm etic, geometry, and astronomy). Liber
7. That is, the liberal arts of medieval education, means “free” in Latin, 
made up of the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhe-
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Whatever the status of this definition may be, and whether or not it is 
merely arbitrary, or rather adequate to the concept that we usually connect 
with the word genius (these questions will be discussed in the following sec­
tion), still we can prove even now that, in terms of the meaning of the word 
genius adopted here, fine arts must necessarily be considered arts of genius.

For every art presupposes rules, which serve as the foundation on which a 
product, if it is to be called artistic, is thought of as possible in the first place. 
On the other hand, the concept of fine art does not permit a judgment about 
the beauty of its product to be derived from any rule whatsoever that has a 
concept as its determining basis, i.e., the judgment must not be based on a 
concept of the way in which the product is possible. Hence fine art cannot 
itself devise the rule by which it is to bring about its product. Since, however, 
a product can never be called art unless it is preceded by a rule, it must be 
nature in the subject (and through the attunement of his powers) that gives 
the rule to art; in other words, fine art is possible only as the product of genius.

What this shows is the following: (1) Genius is a talent for producing some­
thing for which no determinate rule can be given, not a predisposition consist­
ing of a skill for something that can be learned by following some rule or 
other; hence the foremost property of genius must be originality. (2) Since 
nonsense too can be original, the products of genius must also be models, i.e., 
they must be exemplary; hence, though they do not themselves arise through 
imitation, still they must serve others for this, i.e., as a standard or rule by 
which to judge. (3) Genius itself cannot describe or indicate scientifically how 
it brings about its products, and it is rather as nature that it gives the rule. 
That is why, if an author owes a product to his genius, he himself does not 
know how he came by the ideas for it; nor is it in his power [Gewalt] to devise 
such products at his pleasure, or by following a plan, and to communicate [his 
procedure] to others in precepts that would enable them to bring about like 
products. (Indeed, that is presumably why the word genius is derived from 
[Latin] genius, [which means] the guardian and guiding spirit that each per­
son is given as his own at birth, and to whose inspiration [Eingebung] those 
original ideas are due.) (4) Nature, through genius, prescribes the rule not to 
science but to art, and this also only insofar as the art is to be fine art.

# * #

§48. ON T H E  R E LA T IO N  O F G E N IU S  T O  T A ST E

Judging  beautiful objects to be such requires taste; but fine art itself, i.e., 
production  of such objects, requires genius.

If we consider genius as the talent for fine art (and the proper meaning of 
the word implies this) and from this point of view wish to analyze it into the 
powers that must be combined in order to constitute such a talent, then we 
must begin by determining precisely how natural beauty, the judging of which 
requires only taste, differs from artistic beauty, whose possibility (which we 
must also bear in mind when we judge an object of this sort) requires genius.

A natural beauty is a beautiful thing; artistic beauty is a beautiful presen­
tation  of a thing.
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§49. ON T H E  P O W E R S  O F T H E  M IN D  W H IC H  C O N ST IT U T E  G E N IU S

Of certain products that are expected to reveal themselves at least in part to 
be fine art, we say that they have no spirit, even though we find nothing to 
censure in them as far as taste is concerned. A poem may be quite nice and 
elegant and yet have no spirit. A story may be precise and orderly and yet have 
no spirit. An oration may be both thorough and graceful and yet have no 
spirit. Many conversations are entertaining, but they have no spirit. Even 
about some woman we will say that she is pretty, communicative, and 
polite, but that she has no spirit. Well, what do we mean here by spirit?

Spirit [Geist] in an aesthetic sense is the animating principle in the 
mind. But what this principle uses to animate [or quicken] the soul, the 
material it employs for this, is what imparts to the mental powers a purpo­
sive momentum, i.e., imparts to them a play which is such that it sustains 
itself on its own and even strengthens the powers for such play.

Now I maintain that this principle is nothing but the ability to exhibit aes­
thetic ideas; and by an aesthetic idea I mean a presentation of the imagination 
which prompts much thought, but to which no determinate thought whatso­
ever, i.e., no [determinate] concept, can be adequate, so that no language can 
express it completely and allow us to grasp it. It is easy to see that an aesthetic 
idea is the counterpart (pendant) of a rational idea, which is, conversely, a con­
cept to which no intuition (presentation of the imagination) can be adequate.

For the imagination ([in its role] as a productive cognitive power) is very 
mighty when it creates, as it were, another nature out of the material that 
actual nature gives it. We use it to entertain ourselves when experience 
strikes us as overly routine. We may even restructure experience; and though 
in doing so we continue to follow analogical laws, yet we also follow princi­
ples which reside higher up, namely, in reason (and which are just as natural 
to us as those which the understanding follows in apprehending empirical 
nature). In this process we feel our freedom from the law of association 
(which attaches to the empirical use of the imagination); for although it is 
under that law that nature lends us material, yet we can process that material 
into something quite different, namely, into something that surpasses nature.

Such presentations of the imagination we may call ideas. One reason for 
this is that they do at least strive toward something that lies beyond the 
bounds of experience, and hence try to approach an exhibition of rational 
concepts (intellectual ideas), and thus [these concepts] are given a semblance 
of objective reality. Another reason, indeed the main reason, for calling those 
presentations ideas is that they are inner intuitions to which no concept can 
be completely adequate. A poet ventures to give sensible expression to ratio­
nal ideas of invisible beings, the realm of the blessed, the realm of hell, 
eternity, creation, and so on. Or, again, he takes [things] that are indeed 
exemplified in experience, such as death, envy, and all the other vices, as well 
as love, fame, and so on; but then, by means of an imagination that emulates 
the example of reason in reaching [for] a maximum, he ventures to give these 
sensible expression in a way that goes beyond the limits of experience, 
namely, with a completeness for which no example can be found in nature. 
And it is actually in the art of poetry that the power [i.e., faculty] of aesthetic 
ideas can manifest itself to full extent. Considered by itself, however, this 
power is actually only a talent (of the imagination).
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Now if a concept is provided with [unterlegen] a presentation of the 
imagination such that, even though this presentation belongs to the exhibi­
tion of the concept, yet it prompts, even by itself, so much thought as can 
never be comprehended within a determinate concept and thereby the pre­
sentation aesthetically expands the concept itself in an unlimited way, then 
the imagination is creative in [all of] this and sets the power of intellectual 
ideas (i.e., reason) in motion: it makes reason think more, when prompted 
by a [certain] presentation, than what can be apprehended and made dis­
tinct in the presentation (though the thought does pertain to the concept of 
the object [presented]).

# # #

In a word, an aesthetic idea is a presentation of the imagination which is 
conjoined with a given concept and is connected, when we use imagination 
in its freedom, with such a multiplicity of partial presentations that no 
expression that stands for a determinate concept can be found for it. Hence 
it is a presentation that makes us add to a concept the thoughts of much 
that is ineffable, but the feeling of which quickens our cognitive powers and 
connects language, which otherwise would be mere letters, with spirit.

So the mental powers whose combination (in a certain relation) constitutes 
genius are imagination and understanding. One qualification is needed, how­
ever. When the imagination is used for cognition, then it is under the con­
straint of the understanding and is subject to the restriction of adequacy to 
the understanding’s concept. But when the aim is aesthetic, then the imagi­
nation is free, so that, over and above that harmony with the concept, it may 
supply, in an unstudied way, a wealth of undeveloped material for the under­
standing which the latter disregarded in its concept. But the understanding 
employs this material not so much objectively, for cognition, as subjectively, 
namely, to quicken the cognitive powers, though indirectly this does serve 
cognition too. Hence genius actually consists in the happy relation— one that 
no science can teach and that cannot be learned by any diligence— allowing 
us, first, to discover ideas for a given concept, and, second, to hit upon a 
way of expressing these ideas that enables us to communicate to others, as 
accompanying a concept, the mental attunement that those ideas produce. 
The second talent is properly the one we call spirit. For in order to express 
what is ineffable in the mental state accompanying a certain presentation 
and to make it universally communicable—whether the expression consists 
in language or painting or plastic art— we need an ability [viz., spirit] to 
apprehend the imagination’s rapidly passing play and to unite it in a concept 
that can be communicated without the constraint of rules (a concept that on 
that very account is original, while at the same time it reveals a new rule that 
could not have been inferred from any earlier principles or examples).

If, after this analysis, we look back to the above explication of what we call 
genius, we find: First, genius is a talent for art, not for science, where we 
must start from distinctly known rules that determine the procedure we 
must use in it. Second , since it is an artistic talent, it presupposes a determi­
nate concept of the product, namely, its purpose; hence genius presupposes 
understanding, but also a presentation (though an indeterminate one) of the 
material, i.e., of the intuition, needed to exhibit this concept, and hence pre­
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supposes a relation of imagination to understanding. Third, it manifests itself 
not so much in the fact that the proposed purpose is achieved in exhibiting a 
determinate concept, as, rather, in the way aesthetic ideas, which contain a 
wealth of material [suitable] for that intention, are offered or expressed; and 
hence it presents the imagination in its freedom from any instruction by 
rules, but still as purposive for exhibiting the given concept. Finally, fourth, 
the unstudied, unintentional subjective purposiveness in the imagination’s 
free harmony with the understandings lawfulness presupposes such a pro­
portion and attunement of these powers as cannot be brought about by any 
compliance with rules, whether of science or of mechanical imitation, but 
can be brought about only by the subject’s nature.

These presuppositions being given, genius is the exemplary originality of a 
subjects natural endowment in the free  use of his cognitive powers. Accord­
ingly, the product of a genius (as regards what is attributable to genius in it 
rather than to possible learning or academic instruction) is an example that is 
meant not to be imitated, but to be followed by another genius. (For in mere 
imitation the element of genius in the work—what constitutes its spirit— 
would be lost.) The other genius, who follows the example, is aroused by it to 
a feeling of his own originality, which allows him to exercise in art his free­
dom from the constraint of rules, and to do so in such a way that art itself 
acquires a new rule by this, thus showing that the talent is exemplary. But 
since a genius is nature’s favorite and so must be regarded as a rare phenom­
enon, his example gives rise to a school for other good minds, i.e., a methodi­
cal instruction by means of whatever rules could be extracted from those 
products of spirit and their peculiarity; and for these [followers] fine art is to 
that extent imitation, for which nature, through a genius, gave the rule.

But this imitation becomes aping if the pupil copies everything, includ­
ing even the deformities that the genius had to permit only because it would 
have been difficult to eliminate them without diminishing the force of the 
idea. This courage [to retain deformities] has merit only in a genius. A cer­
tain boldness of expression, and in general some deviation from the com­
mon rule, is entirely fitting for a genius; it is however not at all worthy of 
imitation, but in itself always remains a defect that [any]one must try to 
eliminate, though the genius has, as it were, a privilege to allow the defect 
to remain [anyway], because the inimitable [element] in the momentum of 
his spirit would be impaired by timorous caution.

❖ # *

§ 5 9 .  ON BEAUTY AS T H E  SY M BO L OF MORALITY
# # ❖

Now I maintain that the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good; and 
only because we refer [Riicksicht] the beautiful to the morally good (we all 
do so [Beziehung] naturally and require all others also to do so, as a duty) 
does our liking for it include a claim to everyone else’s assent, while the 
mind is also conscious of being ennobled, by this [reference], above a mere 
receptivity for pleasure derived from sense impressions, and it assesses the 
value of other people too on the basis of [their having] a similar maxim in 
their power of judgment. The morally good is the intelligible that taste has
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in view, as I indicated in the preceding section;8 for it is with this intelligi­
ble that even our higher cognitive powers harmonize, and without this 
intelligible contradictions would continually arise from the contrast between 
the nature of these powers and the claims that taste makes. In this ability 
[taste], judgment does not find itself subjected to a heteronomy from empir­
ical laws, as it does elsewhere in empirical judging— concerning objects of 
such a pure liking it legislates to itself, just as reason does regarding the 
power of desire. And because the subject has this possibility within him, 
while outside [him] there is also the possibility that nature will harmonize 
with it, judgment finds itself referred to something that is both in the sub­
ject himself and outside him, something that is neither nature nor freedom 
and yet is linked with the basis of freedom, the supersensible, in which the 
theoretical and the practical power are in an unknown manner combined 
and joined into a unity. I shall now bring up a few points of this analogy 
[between the beautiful and the morally good], noting at the same time what 
difference there is between them.

(1) The beautiful we like directly (but only in intuition reflected upon], 
not in its concept, as we do morality). (2 ) We like it without any interest. 
(Our liking for the morally good is connected necessarily with an interest, 
but with an interest that does not precede our judgment about the liking 
but is produced by this judgment in the first place.) (3) In judging the beau­
tiful, we present the freedom  of the imagination (and hence [of] our power 
[of] sensibility) as harmonizing with the lawfulness of the understanding. 
(In a moral judgment we think the freedom of the will as the wills harmony 
with itself according to universal laws of reason.) (4) We present the subjec­
tive principle forjudging the beautiful as universal, i.e., as valid for every­
one, but as unknowable through any universal concept. (The objective 
principle of morality we also declare to be universally valid], i.e., [valid] for 
all subjects, as well as for all acts of the same subject, but also declare to be 
knowable through a universal concept.) Hence not only is a moral judgment 
capable of [having] determinate constitutive principles, but its possibility 
depends on our basing the[se] maxims on those principles and their univer­
sality.

The common understanding also habitually bears this analogy in mind, 
and beautiful objects of nature or of art are often called by names that seem 
to presuppose that we are judging [these objects] morally. We call buildings 
or trees majestic and magnificent, or landscapes cheerful and gay; even col­
ors are called innocent, humble, or tender, because they arouse sensations in 
us that are somehow analogous to the consciousness we have in a mental 
state produced by moral judgments. Taste enables us, as it were, to make the 
transition from sensible charm to a habitual moral interest without making 
too violent a leap; for taste presents the imagination as admitting, even in its 
freedom, of determination that is purposive for the understanding, and it 
teaches us to like even objects of sense freely, even apart from sensible charm.
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8. Section 58, omitted from our selection.




