Kant’s Third Critique

The New School for Social Research

Jay Bernstein

Fall 2007

October 3, 2007
aesthetic reflective judgement
We have looked at 3 forms of reflective judgement

1. with respect to system (natural science as requiring a unified system)

2. with respect to concept formation (when faced with new particulars)

3. with respect to living systems or organisms

These all share the production of concepts of a certain kind.

Kant’s way of thinking about concepts in general doesn’t seem to leave space for the idea of recognizing things as living – hence my hypothesis that the predicate “is living” is a material a priori predicate.

Now, aesthetic or “mere” reflection does not produce a concept, but a feeling – of pleasure or displeasure – which makes aesthetic reflection unlike the above three.

Let us think through this unlikeness.

1st Introduction, §7 on mere reflection

The subtext of this discussion is the necessity for there to be a harmony of the faculties of:

	imagination
	understanding

	faculty of direct engagement with intuitions
	faculty of concepts

	apprehends
	comprehends


Apprehension is a work of passive synthesis – preparing the intuition for conceptualization by seeking out both its unitary character and the crucial discriminating characteristics of that unitary presentation.
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We are taking an intuitional manifold (manyness), and thinking of it as unified or as one.

The example to keep in mind here is looking at a Pollock painting:

· seeing a coherence in the manyness 

· not doing conceptual work, but imaginative work

· looking for significant patternings, relations, movement

In a way, our first encounter with any object in the world is like looking at a Pollock painting.  We have to first imaginatively apprehend it.  This prepares the object to be comprehended.  In a way, the imagination anticipates what is going to happen when the understanding kicks in.  

[Does this take time?]

In that sense, the relationship between imagination and understanding is a coordination of these two faculties, the one dealing with concepts, the other with sensory presentation.  And necessarily, for any empirical judgement, there has to be a harmony between the imagination and understanding.

The topic of the 3rd Kr is the harmony between imagination and understanding in general.

Kant’s aesthetics has to do with how these faculties work together.

2 respects of this relationship:

· cognitive reflection

· aesthetic or mere reflection

Standard empirical case: the harmony is for the sake of the recognition of what is thought in a given concept, in the sensible appearance, by the imagination.

Allison – we can imagine three types or cases of empirical reflection (this is on the way to thinking about how the understanding and imagination relate in general):

	minimal harmony
	“what is it?”
”an object”
	too universal – pretty much says anything

	disharmony
	is it even one single thing?

object too irregular or idiosyncratic for conceptualization
	(does this have something to do with the ugly?)

	maximum harmony
	“it’s a cup”
	


What, then, is mere reflection?

Aesthetic judgement is not about bringing an object under a concept (hence the relevance of the Pollock – though the same goes for a Rembrandt).
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Here, we are looking for an intuitive content in what is perceived that is prior to and independent of any conceptualization, and which presents itself as containing the same type of intuitional coherence – a unified manyness.

· Perhaps something universal in itself.

· Or perhaps it presents itself as schema-like – as if governed by a rule, although there is no rule present.  A high level of intuitional coherence, but not as following from a rule.

· Or it presents itself as intelligible, but only at the sensory level.  It is perfectly apprehensible, without being in the least bit comprehended.

In aesthetic judgement, there is a harmony of the faculty of the imagination with the whole of the faculty of the understanding.

Normally, the understanding has two aspects to its activities:

· categories

· concepts (governed by the categories)

A judgement articulates conceptual content.  S is P.  Substance with property.

In taking up the manifold, the imagination is already preparing it to be judged in terms of substance and property / subject and predicate (an image itself is nothing).

The understanding applies concepts to objects under the guidance of the demands of the categories.

Normally, we are not talking about the faculty of the understanding in harmony with the faculty of the imagination, but the preparation of a particular manifold for conceptualization.

What is the faculty of understanding when it is not conceptualizing?

What is the faculty of imagination when it is not preparing for conceptualization?

p. 220, First Introduction

But when we merely reflect on a perception we are not dealing with a determinate concept, but are dealing only with the general rule for reflecting on a perception for the sake of the understanding, as a power of concepts.  Clearly, then, in a merely reflective judgement, imagination and understanding are considered as they must relate in general in the power of judgment, as compared with how they actually relate in the case of a given perception.

Normally we examine their (understanding and imagination’s) products, but now we are turning to the machinery that makes those products, and what its properties are.

In this general harmony, we are looking for a particular type of harmony, namely, an ideal one.

So if the form of an object given in empirical intuition is of such a character that the apprehension, in the imagination, of the object’s manifold agrees with the exhibition of a concept of the understanding (which concept this is being indeterminate), then imagination and understanding are – in mere reflection – in mutual harmony, a harmony that furthers the task of these powers…
It’s as if, even though we’re not looking for a cognition of an object, we nonetheless go through the same kinds of activities, but with no recognition in a concept.  What is presented allows the imagination to function in a way that is in harmony with the needs of the understanding in general.

There are 2 theses here:

1. The perception, so considered, is one that energizes or releases the relationship between the imagination and the understanding, and because it does so it reveals the relationship between the faculties.

[42:00]

i.e. in aesthetic perception, we routinely say that it is an act of absorptive looking – an extended act of perception – a form of appraising an object in a way that brings a sense of the coherence of that object as a mere sensible particular.

When we find such unity, we feel a distinct form of pleasure.  Finding this harmony – finding that we are capable, in looking at a Pollock, of seeing a hypnotic pattern of energized relatedness, in which there is both movement and stasis in reciprocal balance with one another; a structure that holds the whole together as a standing piece – the pleasure we thereby feel is a pleasure in the harmony of the imagination and the understanding.
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The point of modern abstract art, is to refuse to allow us to conceptualize it.  We are forced to “aestheticize” it.

Once we interpret a work of art, we can no longer see it.  (Hence why all art dies – because we can interpret anything.)

Sometimes we are struck by beauty, sometimes we have to work at it, etc.

Kant’s story is one that wants judgements of taste to be democratically distributed – even children are capable of finding things beautiful.  It is something that can occur, as well as something that we can cultivate.
2. What we attend to is the form of the object, because form is what apprehension apprehends.

Now, because the object occasions this harmony, it must be considered as if its form were purposive for our faculties.  It is, in other words, as if the object has a perfect fit with the structure of the faculties in general.

The manifold apprehended by the imagination is discerned to possess a form – something that is schema-like, that is imaginatively suitable for the work of the understanding in general.  But something’s being schema-like is just what the understanding requires, so the imagination, in synthesizing the manifold as schema-like, is nonetheless working at the behest of the understanding, although the latter is not demanding anything of the imagination, because it is not trying to conceptualize – it’s not trying to bring the intuition under a concept, it’s just letting the imagination do its work.

Kant will say (this will need massive unpacking) that not only is there a harmony between the imagination and understanding, but a free play in the relationship between them, as opposed to in the case of conceptualization.

It is precisely in virtue of its ability to occasion the production of such a form that the object is deemed purposive for judgement.
[51:00]

Two side-comments:

1. Aesthetic reflective judgements are somehow connected to the demands of cognition.  Teasing that out is difficult – this is an area of real debate.

2. Because, for Kant, judgements of taste are non-conceptual, his fundamental object is nature, not art.  This strikes us as very 18th century.  I would like to challenge you to see this as not being unfortunate on Kant’s part. 

Also note that the very non-conceptual character of Kantian aesthetics has made it appear tremendously ideal for modernist art.

The greatest of all modernist critics, Clement Greenberg, in his aesthetic theory (which is really just a commentary on the 3rd Kr) – these are the lectures he gave in Beddington in 1964 – shows a certain deep Kantian formalism.  This is exactly what post-modern critics hate about Greenberg.  [Note: See Chapter 2 (“Judging Life: Kant, Clement Greenberg, and Chaim Soutine”) in Jay’s Against Voluptuous Bodies]
[54:30]

So… we’ve noted that the judgement is non-cognitive; why call it “aesthetic”?  

What is the relationship between mere reflection (reflective judgement) and aesthetic reflective judgement?

p. 223' (First Introduction)

but we can also consider this same relation between [those] two cognitive powers merely subjectively, [namely,] insofar as one of these powers furthers or hinders the other in one and the same presentation and thereby affects one’s mental state, so that here we consider this relation as one that can be sensed (as does not happen in the case of the separate use of any cognitive power other [than judgement]).

So, on the one hand, when we are judging that an object is beautiful, what we are ultimately interested in is not a feature of the object, but the way in which the object affects our capacities for judgement.  This is about the subjective features of our relationship to the object.

In an aesthetic reflective judgement, we are not seeking a determination of the object, but a determination of the subject, and of his or her feelings.  What we are inquiring into is not how things stand with the object as such, but how the object is experienced by the subject with respect to his powers of cognition generally.

A turn from looking at the world, to how the world affects, or is experienced by us, in a fundamental way.

This has two aspects:

1. How the two powers of cognition – imagination and understanding – mesh, or fail to mesh, in considering the object.

2. Our awareness of that harmonizing or failure of it.

A judgement of taste is not a raw feel.  We are not caused to feel pleasure.  It is the upshot of both the relationship between our faculties, and our awareness of it, and a certain kind of meaningfulness that it has – a meaningfulness that is normative.

Put another way: there is no phenomenologically identifiable thing called “aesthetic pleasure”.  Aesthetic pleasure is not recognized the way one recognizes a feeling of burning or greenness.  The kind of pleasure one gets in an aesthetic episode is involved in a certain context, and involves both reflective capacities and intentional understandings, however implicit.  But there is a level of complexity here that is ingredient in the judgement.  And therefore, despite the fact that it’s subjective, and about pleasure, and at the sensory level, it’s got to have a particular kind of intentional complexity to rise to the level of a reflective judgement.

That said, what makes it an aesthetic judgement is that the determining ground is a feeling of pleasure.

p. 224'
Hence we may define an aesthetic judgement in general as one whose predicate can never be cognition (i.e., concept of an object, though it may contain the subjective conditions for cognition as such).  In such a judgement, the basis determining [it] is sensation.  There is, however, only one so-called sensation that can never become a concept of an object: the feeling of pleasure and displeasure.  This sensation is merely subjective, whereas all other sensations can be used for cognition.

“All other sensations” = red, cold, rough, bright…  All of these can be turned back into an account of the object.  They may be relative, but they refer to something in the world.  They have an aboutness of the object.

Pleasure is about how I feel.  An aesthetic reflective judgement is a response, by me, to the experience of the object in reflection.
The notion of pleasure that Kant uses is far from transparent.

pp. 230-231' Kant offers a transcendental definition of pleasure, i.e.

A definition of this feeling in general [terms], without considering the distinction whether it accompanies sensation proper [Sinnesempfindung], or accompanies reflection, or the determination of the will
—Kant here is ignoring the various ways we can feel pleasure and considering pleasure transcendentally, which means with respect to the fundamental powers of the human being, for our capacity to encounter objects in the world.  The (transcendental) definition given here is a two-part definition:

Pleasure is a mental state in which a presentation [Jay: something in the imagination] is in harmony with itself [and] which is the basis either for merely preserving this state itself, (for the state in which the mental powers further one another preserves itself) or for producing the object of this presentation.
i.e. there are 2 possibilities:

1. Either we get a pleasure from being in the state of a harmony of the faculties, a state which feels sustaining for life (or for the life of the mind), a self-maintaining moment which seeks to preserve itself because it is pleasurable, so that state is both cause and effect of itself;  

2. Or, the presentation is the basis of a desire to produce an object in the world, and satisfied by the production of that object.  (I get an idea of the Empire State building, and I build it.)

Clearly, aesthetic pleasure is not of the latter kind.  So what is it?  What is this self-maintaining state?  Is it pleasure at all?  And is it disinterested?

In thinking of different types of judgement of pleasure, we are not thinking of pleasure as something that is immediate.  In routing it through judgement, what we are getting is an intentional account of the meaning of pleasure.  Or to put it differently, there are different kinds of pleasures, and they have different kinds of meanings owing to the intentional route by which we come to experience them.

Kant is here saying something controversial, for one might think nothing could be more immediate than a feeling of pleasure.  But this type of pleasure is not merely caused.

What makes this especially difficult is that the judgement of taste is equally non-conceptual and non-cognitive – it is about a relationship between the harmony of the faculties – and the pleasure in the judgement is therefore both causal and intentional.  The intentional moment being that we become aware of the harmony through the pleasure, and in finding ourselves in that harmony, give it an evaluative worth.  Our giving it an evaluative worth comes out in our claim “x is beautiful.”

What we have done is taken our experience of pleasure, and on the basis of that made a judgement that Kant wants to claim is objective.  (What is at stake is not something like the claim “Chocolate is good.”)

The harmony is feeling the apprehension, and the apprehension, like the harmony, is an inherently pleasurable mental state that we seek to preserve – not willfully, but being in that state is being in a state where we spontaneously seek to maintain it.  It is part of being in that state that we experience it as self-preserving or self-maintaining.

Pleasure is described differently in the Second Introduction.  As we saw last week when talking about the lost pleasure of judgement, pleasure is there looked at as a feeling in response to the attaining of an aim.  If we think of aesthetic reflective judgements using that model, then the source of pleasure is the discovery of a contingent fit between the object and our mental powers.  

Part of the pleasure in natural beauty (assuming there is any – I took my son to Yellowstone and he thought it was kitschy) is the experience of order when we are not searching for it.  When this happens, we think that the general aims of the mental faculties are being satisfied in a way that feels wholly spontaneous and accidental.  It’s as if nature itself was so designed as to let my mental powers exist in their full exuberance.  It is as if in that experience I find a general attunement between the way nature merely appears to the senses, and our powers of cognition in general.  The fitness of the object for our mental powers in a way that has no ground.

At that level, the experience of nature is riveting.  Adorno: “Beauties of nature can never be seen but only glimpsed.”  If you look at nature in a steady way, it will be oversaturated.

Does the principle of the purposiveness of nature – which underlies our capacity for reflective judgement concerning system, concept formation and organism – also underlie the possibilities of the judgement of taste?

The standard answer in the literature is no.  Whatever goes on in aesthetics is different from these other cognitions.  The aesthetic is discontinuous from whatever it is that allows science to be possible.

This question of fitness raises the question that is significant in the Second Introduction – about the normativity of judgements of taste, as opposed to other forms of pleasure and awareness.

p. 191 Second Introduction

but, like any other  empirical judgement, a judgement of taste claims only to be valid for everyone, and it is always possible for such a judgement to be valid for everyone despite its intrinsic contingency.

When I make a judgement of taste, I am claiming that if anyone were placed in the same position I am with respect to this object, and attended to it appropriately, they too ought to feel pleasure.  So there is a claim to objectivity here.

In the same way, someone who feels pleasure in the mere reflection on the form of an object, without any concern about a concept, rightly lays claim to everyone’s assent, even though this judgement is empirical and a singular judgement.
We are covering the general architecture of a judgement of taste:

· harmony of the faculties

· about pleasure

· valid for everyone

“Beautiful” does not refer to a property of the object (the way “red” does).  It refers to the fact that that object, apprehended in a certain way, leads to pleasure.

There is a puzzle here about normativity:

For Kant, if something is normative, it has to have an a priori principle – a basis in our capacities for, or the structures of, our encounter with the world in general.

What might that principle be in the case of aesthetic judgements?

I have been suggesting that the principle of purposiveness, which is the ground for

· system

· concept formation

· organism

might also be the ground for aesthetic reflective judgements.

p. 193, Second Introduction – principle of purposiveness
Although our concept of a subjective purposiveness … is only a principle of judgement by which it provides itself with concepts in nature’s immense diversity (so that judgement can orient itself in this diversity), we are still attributing to nature, on the analogy of a purpose, a concern, as it were, for our cognitive power.  Hence we may regard natural beauty as the exhibition of the concept of formal (merely subjective) purposiveness, and may regard natural purposes as the exhibition of a concept of a real (objective) purposiveness, the first of which we judge by taste (aesthetically, by means of the feeling of pleasure), and the second by understanding and reason (logically, according to concepts).
Kant is suggesting that finding things beautiful is finding them as if nature designed them for our cognitive powers.

Everyone thinks that when Kant says this, he is simply making a wild mistake.  First, because it makes the relationship between aesthetic reflective judgements, and cognitive judgements, much too close.  If you follow the principle of the purposiveness of nature, why isn’t it the case that all natural objects that we can judge are beautiful?

Second, if we think that the principle of the purposiveness of nature underlies judgements of taste, what happens to art?  Does it operate on a wholly different basis than the beauty of nature?

Hegel says that our judgements of beauty in nature should be based on our judgements of beauty in art.  Kant, on the other hand, wants to make judgements of natural beauty the paradigm of a judgement of beauty, and extend that account into art.

The way in which the question of the beauty of nature could be related to the question of art is by considering the role in art of mediums.  If art is necessarily medium-bound and medium-specific in its operations, then those mediums themselves (paint, harmony, etc.) may be portions of nature worked up into cultural form.  Art is then the way in which we experience nature in a fully cultural way.

After all, meanings in art are not translatable out of the medium in which they are presented – unlike other meanings, which can be translated (from one language to another, for example).

The argument for thinking that the judgement of taste is grounded on the principle of the purposiveness of nature, and Allison’s objections:

[see handout]

p. 61 of Kant’s Theory of Taste, first full paragraph: Allison summarizes Kant’s argument (referring to the passages in Kant that we just read, plus First Intro 232-3 240-3).

Kant’s reasoning in these passages seems to be roughly the following: (1) We have seen that the inclusion of judgment in the “system” of higher cognitive faculties requires that it have its own a priori or transcendental principle.  (2) We have also seen that the formal or logical purposiveness of nature is such a principle.  (3) But judgments of taste, as merely reflective judgments, make a claim for universality and necessity.  (4) If this claim is legitimate, it must rest on an a priori principle, and since the judgments are merely reflective (do not involve determination), it must be a principle that pertains to judgment in its reflective capacity.  (5) Since the purposiveness of nature has already been shown to be just such a principle, judgments of taste must be based on it (or at least they must be if their claims are to be warranted).
Allison’s objections:

1. It does not follow, from the fact that the principle of purposiveness is the a priori principle of reflective judgement in logical reflection that it must likewise be the same principle underlying aesthetic reflective judgements – i.e. this does not follow directly.

2. We should not even think this plausible, since logical reflection concerns reflection on diverse forms, whereas judgements of taste are concerned with the purposiveness of judgement for particular forms.  When we’re looking for concepts, we are looking for forms – things that apply to more than one object.  A judgement of taste, however, is always singular. 

This much is true.  But Allison is wrong that this is grounds for separation.

After all, I could not compare the schema of diverse objects unless, for this particular object, something schema-like was possible.  That is, the very capacities that allow me to do the work of concept formation presuppose my capacity in general to find individual objects having intrinsic schema-like coherence themselves.

In saying this, I am claiming that the thought of system presupposes the possibility of concept formation, and the possibility of concept formation presupposes the capacity for individual judgement.  How can we go about the business of concept formation unless we already have the capacity displayed in aesthetic reflective judgement?  Why isn’t it the case that the bedrock presupposition for the entire hierarchy, going right up to science, is an aesthetic reflective judgement – why should we draw a line severing aesthetic reflective judgement?

The unlikeness is not as unlike as Allison claims.  He is relying on the particular/general distinction, but you cannot do generals without particulars.

To be clear what is at stake: Judgements of taste have a certain normativity.  What is the ground that entitles us to that normativity?  In both Introductions, Kant suggests: the principle of the purposiveness of nature.  Yet this is dropped completely in the main text.

Recall that the archaeology of the text (as it occurred to Kant):

The Analytic of the Beautiful

Reflective Judgement

The Sublime

Morality and Art

The second half on Nature

Kant’s argument may well be false, as Allison claims.  But there is something to consider here: if one utterly severs aesthetics from all of the considerations on how we judge nature, then what on earth is aesthetics going to be about?  Why do we care about it, and why are people always trying to get rid of it?

If knowledge and morality do not talk about everything, what is left over?  Our sensible, subjective relation to the world.  How we are attuned to the world as sensing and feeling creatures.  Aesthetics is an attempt to get at a stratum of experience that joins us both to the world and to one another.

The danger is that either one instrumentalizes aesthetics, and just makes it a precursor to cognition, or one aestheticizes it, and then it becomes about nothing.

What sustains this possibility of significance, without emptying it into mere self-referentiality, or instrumentalizing it either for cognition or for morality (which is what Kant did do at the end of the 3rd Kr)?
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