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STUART JAY PETOCK 

Kant, Beauty, and the Object of Taste 

I 

KANT ARGUES very convincingly in his 
first Critique that only by referring our 
representations to physical objects, which 
we treat as their sources, is there a way of 
unifying our experience, i.e., of connecting 
the various sensations of which our experi- 
ence consists. But in the third Critique 
Kant maintains that aesthetic judgments 
make no objective reference; in an aesthetic 
judgment one judges only his own feeling 
of pleasure. And he insists there that pleas- 
ure is not a quality that can be referred to 
an object, the way, for example, a color or 
shape can. Kant's analysis of aesthetic judg- 
ments claims to show that the object of the 
judgment is ideal and subjective. For Kant 
aesthetic judgments are merely subjectively 
valid, and Kant sharply contrasts them with 
logical judgments, with which alone we 
make objective references to physical 
things. Combining the teachings of the first 
and third Critiques, it seems that Kant 
describes aesthetic experience in such a way 
that its conditions are incompatible with 
the conditions of experience itself. Hence 
the question arises, How can we have expe- 
rience of beauty when the conditions of 
aesthetic value exclude the conditions of 
experience? I shall try to answer this ques- 
tion by treating objective references as con- 
ditions not directly referred to by the 
aesthetic judgment, and by treating the 
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object of taste as merely a syntactical ob- 
ject-not as a physical object. 

Kant's statements about the ideality of 
the object of aesthetic judgments are unam- 
biguous. In the Critique of Aesthetic Judg- 
ment1 where "taste" means "the faculty of 
estimating the beautiful," he says that the 
judgment of taste is aesthetic rather than 
logical, because it is not in terms of cogni- 
tion where we make use of concepts, that 
we estimate the beautiful. Rather we do it 

by means of the imagination (acting perhaps in 
conjunction with the understanding), where we 
refer the representation to the Subject and its 
feeling of pleasure or displeasure. The judgment 
of taste, therefore, is not a cognitive judgment, 
and so not logical, but is aesthetic-which means 
that it is one whose determining ground cannot 
be other than subjective.2 

And in Section 2 he says, "The delight 
which determines the judgment of taste is 
independent of all interest," where he stip- 
ulates that "interest" means "... the de- 
light which we connect with the 
representation of the real existence of an 
object...." 

Here one finds at least the appearance of 
a conflict between the findings of the first 
and third Critiques. In the first Kant 
showed that the reason both Humean skep- 
ticism and Wolffian dogmatism fail to ac- 
count for knowledge is that they equally 
deny the possibility of knowing something 
permanent in space. Kant argues that the 
representation of permanence entails the 
knowledge of objective things, that is, of 
objects whose characteristics we are com- 
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pelled to judge to be the ground of our 
perceptions, and not the other way around. 

Apart from the representation of some- 
thing permanent in space there can be no 
thought of a permanent self, Kant argues. 
For the self presents itself in time only as 
ceaseless flux. To have a sense of permanent 
self that is the subject of change, a self that 
can combine the various representations in 
any kind of judgment, one must be able to 
think of something permanent that endures 
change. But such a thought, for Kant, 
entails objective knowledge. Apart from 
our actual experience of physical objects, 
Kant says, there is no way in which we 
could be aware of our power to make this 
representation of something permanent.3 

Kant says that one indispensable compo- 
nent in any act of synthesis is the represen- 
tation of a permanent self-a single con- 
sciousness of which every combined da- 
tum is a modification.4 Knowledge of the 
world involves one kind of synthesis; the 
aesthetic judgment involves another. The 
aesthetic judgment is an act in which data 
are combined according to the form of 
finality, a telic structure marked by the 
absence of a definite end governing the 
constituent relationships.5 Thus, the appar- 
ent conflict between the first and third 
Critiques consists in the incompatibility 
between the teaching of the first, which 
holds that experience entails reference to 
something objective, and the teaching of 
the third, which holds that the experience 
in which a subject combines representations 
in an aesthetic judgment is without refer- 
ence to something objective. 

This apparent conflict can be resolved 
only by locating a source of the unity of the 
experience in which the judgment is made, 
which does not convert the aesthetic judg- 
ment into a logical one. Clearly there must 
be such a unity, for otherwise Kant would 
be committed to denying the possibility of 
the percipient's combining all of the diverse 
representations whose structure is the ob- 
ject of a single judgment. The question, 
therefore, is: How can one combine diverse 
representations except insofar as he refers 
them all to a single object, which is their 
ground? 

A solution to this problem is crucial to 
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the adequacy of the Transcendental Philos- 
ophy that the aesthetics is supposed to 
round out. For Kant argues in the first 
Critique that transcendental logic is not the 
sort of thing one chooses to use or whose 
use one can suspend for the sake of some 
other kind of mental activity,6 and so it 
must be compatible with every other kind 
of mental activity, save, perhaps, utter schi- 
zophrenia. 

II 

Berel Lang sees a problem about the 
reality of the object of taste.7 But like Kant 
he fails to recognize that the only sense in 
which there can be an object of taste is 
syntactical, where "object of taste" is an 
ellipsis for "object of the judgment of 
taste" and not "object that is judged by 
taste." As I shall show presently, Kant 
himself sometimes uses "object" in the lat- 
ter way, even though that use, if consist- 
ently plied, would convert the aesthetic 
judgment into a logical one. 

Lang considers three alternative interpre- 
tations of the passages in which Kant seems 
to vacillate between the extreme subjectiv- 
ism of emotivism (in which Kant suggests 
that the ground for the judgment of taste is 
nothing but the private feelings of pleasure 
of the judging subject with no necessary 
relationship to a physical object) and those 
in which Kant seems to make the feeling of 
pleasure that the judgment entails causally 
dependent upon a physical object, the puta- 
tive aesthetic object. But since, as Lang 
points out, Kant can make beauty a quality 
of the physical object only at the cost of 
making judgments of taste logical, and not, 
therefore, aesthetic, and since making the 
judgment logical would vitiate the results 
of the third Critique, the latter interpreta- 
tion will not work. But because the emotiv- 
ist's reading would debase the claim for 
universal assent that Kant believes every 
judgment of taste makes, that reading will 
not work either. Lang considers a third 
reading, according to which Kant chooses 
to tell what the judgment of taste is by 
using negative qualifications, a plausible 
reading in light of phrases such as "finality 
without an end," "delight ... which is 
independent of all interest." But Lang 
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aptly rules this out because "this reply, as 
an answer to why or how certain objects are 
more relevant than others, no more than 
begs the question." 8 Lang concludes by 
confessing that he has no solution to the 
problem. "The ambivalence in the role of 
objects of taste seems incorrigible. That its 
resolution leads as far afield as it appar- 
ently must reflects the importance no less 
than the difficulty both of the issue itself 
and its place in Kant's system." 9 

I believe Lang is right as far as he goes. 
But there are aspects of Kant's theory that 
are more amenable to adjustment than 
others, and I believe there is a place in the 
Kantian scheme for physical objects that is 
consistent both with what the first Critique 
ascribes to logical judgments and with what 
the third ascribes to aesthetic judgments. 
The adjustments I urge will exact a price 
from the sought for elegance of Kant's 
Transcendental Philosophy. Treating the 
aesthetic object as I suggest will make it 
difficult to sustain Kant's contention that 
beauty is the supersensuous given to experi- 
ence (there are, of course, other difficulties 
with this position). In turn, my treatment 
will destroy the imputed parallel between 
aesthetic judgments and moral judgments, 
thereby wrecking the bridge between the 
first and second Critiques that the third is 
supposed to be. But Kant's theory of beauty 
will be none the worse for it. Kant will 
have merely to give up his insistence that 
the aesthetic judgment has to do with the 
empirical manifestation of what is tran- 
scendent and that whoever issues an aes- 
thetic judgment properly demands 
universal assent. This concession, however, 
will be cheap for the aesthetics, because 
Kant manages so to ground the demand for 
universal assent that he is unable to offer a 
satisfactory explanation for the acknowl- 
edged fact that not only does one never get 
this universal assent; one never even ex- 
pects it.o10 

III 

Early in the third Critique one finds 
Kant using the word object ambiguously to 
refer to physical objects as well as to a 
syntactical object of a judgment. 
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The green color of the meadow belongs to ob- 
jective sensation, as the perception of an object 
[syntactical] of sense; but agreeableness belongs to 
subjective sensation, by which no [physical] ob- 
ject is represented: i.e., to feeling, through which 
the [physical] object is regarded as an object 
[syntactical] of delight (which involves no cogni- 
tion of the [physical] object).11 

Before assessing the role of an object in 
aesthetic judgments we must resolve this 
ambiguity. Happily, this is easy to do. For 
since the meaning of object in "physical 
object" is ruled out by the judgment's 
being aesthetic rather than logical, the only 
meaning possible is the syntactical one, 
referring to what the judgment is about. 
Kant ought to have used a different word 
for object in some of the above passages, 
especially where I have added emphasis. 
The word representation, I think, would 
have served well. 

If we wish to discern whether anything is beauti- 
ful or not, we do not refer the representation of 
it to the Object by means of understanding with a 
view to cognition, but... we refer the repre- 
sentation to the Subject and its feeling of pleasure 
or displeasure. The judgment of taste, therefore, 
is not a cognitive judgment, and so not logical, 
but is aesthetic-which means that it is one whose 
determining ground CANNOT BE OTHER 
THAN SUBJECTIVE.1' 

The aesthetic judgment, insofar as it is 
aesthetic, then, cannot refer to a physical 
object. But Kant need not hold that a 
physical object cannot function as a condi- 
tion for the judgment, and, in some sense, 
act as part of its ground. Indeed, I believe 
that Kant thought that this is exactly how 
physical objects do, in fact, function, in 
aesthetic experience, i.e., that the mental 
activity that Kant calls the act of making 
an aesthetic judgment is precisely the result 
of an interaction between a physical object 
(perhaps one not presently existing but one 
merely represented through the activity of 
the imagination) and a knowing subject. 

I am urging that Kant be thought to 
presuppose that the use of the categories is 
a condition which must be satisfied for the 
event that is the aesthetic judgment to take 
place. But the requirement that a logical 
judgment either precede or accompany an 
aesthetic judgment is not tantamount to 
attributing the logical function to the aes- 
thetic judgment. For an aesthetic judgment 
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to take place several conditions must be 
satisfied. One must be alive and within 
perceptual range of whatever generates the 
representations whose structure is to be 
judged. And the thing to be perceived must 
exist and satisfy the conditions of percep- 
tion. But these conditions have no direct 
bearing on the form of finality in whose 
presence beauty consists, and consequently, 
when the subject descries the form of 
finality in an aesthetic judgment, he makes 
no reference to these important conditions. 

There is nothing in Kant's account to 
keep one from placing the actual existence 
of the physical object that engenders the 
representations that are the object of the 
aesthetic judgment in the class with one's 
health, the satisfaction of perceptual condi- 
tions, one's state of dress and the other 
conditions whose satisfaction the act of 
judgment requires. Kant does not argue 
that judgments of beauty take place regard- 
less of whether physical objects exist, and 
he does not argue that the characteristics of 
the physical object have nothing to do, 
even indirectly, with the judgment. Kant's 
claim is rather that the aesthetic judgment 
does not itself refer to the existing object.13 

My position is not that Kant believes 
that a physical object must be present for 
any aesthetic judgment to be made. One 
can validly judge his own illusions aestheti- 
cally, so far as the third Critique is con- 
cerned. In such a case the only source of 
error, however, would connect with an ac- 
companying logical judgment, in which the 
subject would mistakenly attribute his sen- 
sations to some physical object taken to be 
the source of the unity of his sensations. 
Kant would insist only that such a mistake 
presupposed that objective references were 
usually correct, i.e., that the array of data 
that comprise the material of one's knowl- 
edge of the world have to be coherent. But 
Kant might well add that the justification 
for any logical judgment had no bearing on 
any associated aesthetic judgment. 
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One further observation I should add 
about those unusual cases in which no 
physical object engendered the representa- 
tions judged is that when an artist imagines 
some possible arrangement of his material 
he is not undergoing an illusion; he is 
aware that the order of the thoughts is his 
own production and consequently no strain 
in the structure of his experience arises. 

1I have tried to show that Kant's philoso- 
phy is consistent in its treatment of objects, 
both in ordinary experience and in aes- 
thetic experience. If one allows that the 
teachings of the first Critique apply to 
(physical) objects so far as they are condi- 
tions for the act in which beauty is judged, 
the subjectivity of the aesthetic judgment 
poses no contradiction. For on this supposi- 
tion the aesthetic judgment itself makes no 
reference to physical conditions, even 
though logical judgments that do make 
such references are perhaps associated with 
the aesthetic judgment. On this view the 
object of taste is merely a syntactical object; 
it is the object of the judgment of taste 
rather than the object that is judged by 
taste. 

1 Critique of Judgment, sect. 1. All references 
are to the Meredith translation, Oxford University 
Press. 

2 CJ, sect. 1. 
3 Critique of Pure Reason B.275 ff. All references 

are to the Kemp-Smith translation, MacMillan 
Company. 

4 CPR, B.132 ff. 
'A consequence of this synthesis is the feeling of 

pleasure that Kant believes inevitably attends the 
attainment of some end. 

'CPR, A.91/B.123 f. 
7 B. Lang, "Kant and the Subjective Object of 

Taste," JAAC 25 (Spring 1967), 247. 
8 Lang, pp. 250 f. 
9 Lang, p. 252. 
10 CJ, sect. 8, 9. 
11 CJ, p. 45. Emphasis added. 

12 CJ, sect. 1. 
13 CJ. sect. 1. 
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