SUMMARY NOTES OF KANT’S AESTHETICS:

www.prshockley.org
I. Background:

1.0
The Critique of Judgment is one of the complicated works in the entire history of aesthetics.  Why?



Organization of his material is very complicated



Obscure terminology

Ideas demand careful attention to his earlier works, namely, Critique of Pure Reason and Critical of Practical Reason.

Critique of Pure Reason is a critique of the limits of reason in its theoretical functions. Here he examines the cognitive faculties of reason.

Critique of Practical Reason shows how reason in its practical and moral functions can provide a solid foundation for our cherished beliefs.   Here he examines the faculties of desire.

1.2
Launched a revolution in philosophical thought:

Instead of saying that all our knowledge must conform to object, he asserts that our objects must confirm to our knowledge.

The faculty of sensibility, through its a priori forms of intuition (space and time), gives us the content of the objects we experience, and the faculty of understanding, through its systems of concepts or categories, provides their form.

Were it not for this harmonious union of both sensibility and understanding, knowledge would be impossible.  Thoughts, deprived of content, would be empty and intuition, lacking concepts, would be blind.

The mind is active and constructive, not just receptive and reproductive.  In other words, the mind is the “lawgiver of nature.”

Notwithstanding, when reason, in its purely cognitive functions, attempts to know the nature of things as they are in themselves (noumena); God, freedom, and soul), not just as things appear (phenomena), we fall into contradictions and errors for pure theoretical reason can never provide us with the valid basis for moral and religious beliefs. Why? God, freedom, and the immortality of the souls are beyond our capabilities.

1.3
Kant proposed that reason in its practical or moral functions can provide the foundation needed for our most cherished beliefs.  Inherent in our human nature and flowing from our human will itself is a universally valid “categorical imperative,” namely, “Act in conformity to that maxim [rule of conduct] and that maxim only, that you can will at the same time a universal law.”   

The above First Formulation is stating that whatever you consider doing, it must be something that you can will or accept that all do (Universal); it is replacing individual preferences with purely universal terms.  

Flowing from this first Categorical Imperative is a secularized version of “Loving your neighbor”: “Act in such a way that you treat humanity whether in your own person or in that of another, always an end and never as a means only.” In essence, every person has intrinsic value and that humanity is a limit or constraint on our action.

Third Formulation of the Categorical Imperative, namely, the Kingdom of Ends, states: “Therefore, every rational being must act as if he is were through his maxim always a legislating member in the universal kingdom of ends.” In other words, we have to will what is consistent with the operations of the kingdom as a whole. In sum, all people should consider themselves as both members and heads.

What is the right motive is acting out of a will to do the right thing; only an act motivated by the moral law is right.

On the foundation of this “inner-determined” moral law we are justified in postulating the existence of God, the reality of freedom, and the certainty of our immortality. How? He thinks that he has demonstrated that in its practical/moral functions, reason prescribes laws a priori (independent of our experience) for the realm of freedom just as surely as in its theoretical functions reason prescribes laws a priori for the realm of nature. 

II.  Aesthetics:

2.0
Art is “production through freedom”



Art is the result of human effort, skill, and rational deliberation.

Art, while involving theory, is practical. Like handicraft, art involves work.

But art is free for art’s only aim is to give pleasure. 

2.1
If pleasure is derived from an art piece is merely sensuous, then that art is properly called pleasant.

2.2
If an art piece capable of providing cognitive pleasure, then it is properly described as beautiful.  Thus, cognitive pleasure is the basis upon which to evaluate whether an art piece is beautiful.

2.3
To be sure, when I use “art piece” I do not want us to think that the aesthetic arts are only limited to “art pieces.” No, Kant offers a three-fold distinction of the fine arts:



Arts of speech (e.g., poetry; rhetoric)



Formative arts (e.g., architecture; gardening; painting; sculpture).


Art of the play of Sensations or External sensible impressions” (e.g., music).

Poetry is the highest of the arts because it stimulates our imagination, enlightens our understanding, and directs our mind to the comprehension of unknowable “aesthetical ideas”  and the “supersensible,” that is, the reality that lies beyond.

While music offers sheer pleasure and universal communicability, it ranks lowest of all the arts. Why? Music does not satisfy our understanding.

2.4
Kant distinguishes between aesthetic arts (music; painting; poetry) and the pleasant arts (games; laughter; play).  Even though the pleasant arts do not satisfy our highest practical and intellectual needs, they are valuable to us because:



They provide a release of our impulses;



They restore our psychological equilibrium;



They heighten our vitality;



They influence our health.

2.5.
Artistic genius:


Artistic genius is not found in imitation but in original creations.

The process by which such works of art are created can never fully be explained or reduced to formulas and rules. Thus, artistic creativity is totally different from that of scientific discoveries. But, while the artistic genius may continue to develop given time and skill, giving form to matter, he or she must be disciplined by discriminating test and sound judgment.   Thus, what constitutes an artistic genius whereby beautiful works of art flow:

Imagination,

Spirit,

Understanding, &

Taste.

III. Analytic of the Aesthetical Judgment:

3.0.
What are the mental faculties involved in making an aesthetic judgment?

Returning back to the logical functions of judgment, namely, quality, quantity, modality, and relation, Kant contends:

We first judge something to be beautiful on the basis of quality because we judge this art-piece as having aesthetic rather than logical qualities.  Moreover, we experience feelings of pleasure and pain within (not in the object).  Thus, the quality is not objective, but subjective.

Thus, when we judge an art-product to be beautiful, we gain pleasure from contemplating it. We are not concerned with the product’s existence/non-existence; usefulness/uselessness. In fact, the satisfaction with which we have in the art product is completely disinterested.

3.1.
Thus, beauty is affirmed of the art-piece when the ability of the object provides satisfaction with no vested interest. It is a free satisfaction whereby there are no other forces or pressures to assent to its beauty such as:


No personal cravings

Desired practical use

Fulfill moral requirements

Pressure from society

Pressure from yourself

In other words, we experience free contemplation and reflection with no pressures at all to assent to its beauty. This disinterested pleasure is the first moment of aesthetic judgment.

3.2
Universal pleasure is the second moment of aesthetic judgment.

“the beautiful is that which apart from concepts is represented as the object of a universal satisfaction” [§ 6].

Just as the First Moment of Disinterested Pleasure that an art-product is beautiful on the basis of free pleasure (no vested reason to believe something is beautiful), the Second Moment, Universal Pleasure, states that the art-product you deem beautiful is something that others should (ought) agree.   Termed also as subjective universality, the idea is that others ought to find this art-product to be beautiful, even though we recognize not all in fact will agree.  Universality does not rest on some concept, whether empirical or not, because judgments of taste cannot be proved.  In other words, there is no rule or precept whereby anyone is forced to recognize that an art-product is beautiful.

Kant justifies this Second Moment in two ways:

First, the concept of disinterestedness: to say something is beautiful does not depend on any private condition.

Second, Kant offers semantic consideration.  To say something is beautiful is (linguistically) to claim universality for that judgment.

“To say ‘This object is beautiful for me’ is laughable, while it makes perfect sense to say ‘It is pleasant to me’… not only as regards the taste of the tongue, the palate, and the throat, but for whatever is pleasant to anyone’s eyes and ears.

“… a pleasure can be universally communicable only if it is based not on mere sensation but rather on a state of mind that is universally communicable. And since the only universally communicable states of mind are cognitive states, somehow the pleasure in the beautiful must be based on cognition….  Free play of the cognitive faculties-imagination and understanding-in harmony with one another, a harmony we are aware of only through the feeling of pleasure. So the pleasure in the beautiful is dependent on judging (estimating, appraising) the object, which activity is the free play of the cognitive faculties, and the pleasure comes abut when the faculties are felt to be in harmony, attaining ‘that proportionate accord which we require for all cognition.” ~ Donald W. Crawford, “Kant” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, 55.

3.3.
The Form of Purposiveness is the Third Moment. In sum, the pleasure in the art-product that is beautiful is owing to the perceived from of the object.  

A pure judgment of taste cannot be based on pleasures such as emotions, charming colors, or pleasing tones. Rather, a pure judgment of taste must be based on formal properties: spatial and temporal relations. While we may be attracted to an art-product for its colors, its attractiveness, or the emotions it evokes, we must abstract the form from its object.

Now, we must find the form but without seeking to conceptualize a definite purpose. We discern a “definite purpose” then we find ourselves examining an art-piece with a vested interest such as usefulness or uselessness.

3.4
Fourth Moment is Necessary Pleasure:

The satisfaction we experience always flows from that which is truly beautiful.  This satisfaction is pleasurable and is something that is universally experienced. In other words, everyone else ought to find this art-product satisfying.

IV.  Conclusion:

4.4
In sum, what is beautiful?

1. We reflect on special and temporal form of the object.

2. How? By our powers of judgment (the harmonization of imagination and understanding).

3. We acknowledge the beauty of an art-product through the feeling of pleasure of this harmony-which everyone else ought to experience.

4. We value this to be beautiful without any vested interest or pressure.  It is a “free-standing” disinterested pleasure that involves the mind.
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