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Discussion Discussion 

and justice. I claim that seeing human beings as thus 
directed toward the achievements of expressive free- 
dom and a free culture enables us to recover much of 
what is interesting about Aristotle's thought, but 
without reverting to Aristotle's conception of eudai- 
monia as our natural end. 

In thinking about my paper, therefore, it is vital to 
keep straight what is going on in each of its different 
parts. Haines, I think, does not always do this. As a 
result he ascribes to me an incoherent mish-mash of 
views that are not my own. He ascribes to me the 
view that "unconsciously and unculpably, we can 
deploy our best qualities of character within social 
structures in such a way that the achievement of 
eudaimonia is blocked" (p. 289). But that is my para- 
phrase or elucidation of Aristotle's view-in particu- 
lar of his view that the character of the tragic hero is 
not blameworthy; it is not my own view. Haines then 
writes, "But for Eldridge ... the disaster that over- 
takes the virtuous hero can only reduce to a special 
case of the tough break. ... [and] to ironic good luck 
bad luck." No; that is the view of tragedy that arises 
within a modern materialist metaphysical scheme-a 
scheme I reject. Rather than accepting the view that 
tragedy (in life or in art) is a matter only of bad luck, 
I am trying to recover (but in a new way) Aristotle's 
thought that tragedies do arise out of our characters, 
not out of misfortunes wreaked on us by blind nature. 

Hence, in seeing our characters as giving birth to 
tragedies (in life, and as tragic art represents the 
vicissitudes of our characters), I am not denying the 
existence of collective guilt: quite the contrary. Haines 
writes that "The terror of tragedy that Eldridge misses 
is that we are all to blame, even without knowing it"; 
what makes tragedies interesting-so says Haines 
contra Eldridge-is that they accomplish a "fearful 
discovery of our collective guilt." 

But this is just my view in part three, not at all 
something I disagree with. The only question I want 
to ask about this is: guilt for what? Not, I think, for 
our failures to achieve eudaimonia. At any rate, I am 
myself too modern, and too Kantian, for that. But 
then guilt for what? Here I think my thought and 
Haines's are in fact quite close. Haines writes, "We 
hope for a new world order free of a hysterical ethos 
divided against itself." Resignation in the face of the 
sheer existence at present of such a hysterical ethos 
is, for Haines, neither unavoidable nor desirable. Just 
so: this is pretty close to the Kantian line of thought 
that I was trying to play out in part three. There I 
wrote, "It is Kant's special genius ... to have seen ... 
how to conceive of the natural and social worlds as 
perennially inviting a possible and reasonable human 
aspiration to just and free community, but an aspira- 
tion that is never quite realizable by us on our own 
either" (p. 296). Quietism is not forced on us, even if 
our cultural world as it stands is broken and even if 
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we have no certain knowledge of any sure route 
toward its perfection. We should try to do better- 
should try to achieve a culture of shared expressive 
freedom-and we are rightly adjudged guilty, and 
should rightly feel guilty, when either we don't make 
our best efforts, or, more chillingly, when our best 
efforts do not come off well, as often they do not. 

One spin that Haines puts on this thought that he 
and I share-that there is a form of collective guilt 
that our emotional and cognitive responses to tragedy 
both presuppose and reveal-is that the sort of col- 
lective guilt in failing to achieve a culture of freedom 
that is involved here is a matter of what Haines calls 
"involuntary sin." That seems right. Suppose human 
action is, as Kant says it is, motivated by a rational 
spontaneity within that aims at the inauguration of a 
culture of expressive freedom, but further that the 
achievement of such a culture is always blocked by 
standing antagonisms through which that very ratio- 
nal spontaneity is sustained. Suppose that is true. I 
cannot think of a much better way really to put this 
point than to say that human beings are caught up in 
involuntary sin. This may be a surprising thought for 
a philosopher in the twentieth century to arrive at, 
but there it is, in Haines and in me. Whether seeing 
things in this way really amounts to what Haines 
calls a "breakthrough in our modern understanding 
of tragedy" is at this point something that is best to 
leave to others to judge. 

RICHARD ELDRIDGE 
Department of Philosophy 
Swarthmore College 
Swarthmore, Pennsylvania 19801 

INTERNET: RELDRID1 @CC.SWARTHMORE.EDU 

1. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 52 (1994): 
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Kant on Fine Art: Artistic 
Sublimity Shaped by Beauty 

In his essay "Kant's Conception of Fine Art,"' 
Paul Guyer interprets Kant's theory of beauty in 
an effort to surpass the standard formalistic ren- 
derings. He accentuates Kant's theory of artistic 
genius, along with its associated doctrine of aes- 
thetic ideas and argues that an artwork's richness 
of meaning, as well as its perceptual form, acti- 
vates the harmony of the cognitive faculties-that 
harmony which Kant identifies as the source of 
our pleasure in the beautiful in general. Guyer thus 
shows how Kant's conception of fine art is far 
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from reductionist, since both form and content 
play a key role in the experience of artistic beauty. 
Although Guyer quite rightly celebrates Kant's 
aesthetics for its complexity in this regard, his 
interpretation rests upon a questionable parallel- 
ism between Kant's respective accounts of natural 
and artistic beauty; he assumes that the free play 
of the cognitive faculties in the experiences of nat- 
ural beauty and fine art provides essentially the 
same pleasure in the beautiful. I would like to 
show how Guyer's assumption of this parallelism 
depends upon an inconsistency of Kant's own 
making. I would also like to offer a different read- 
ing of Kant's conception of fine art-one that 
reveals how fine art embodies a fusion of beauty 
and sublimity. 

Kant famously accounts for our pleasure in 
beautiful things in reference to the free play of the 
imagination and understanding. This is an inter- 
play between the cognitive faculties that is ac- 
tivated by the "purposive" form of a beautiful 
object. It is triggered when, as we assume a disin- 
terested attitude, an object presents itself as the 
product of conscious design: the beautiful object's 
purposive structure suggests that the object origi- 
nated through some intelligent agency, although 
we determine neither the existence of such an 
agency, nor the specific purpose this hypothetical 
agency had in mind. The free play of the cognitive 
faculties stems from the very open-endedness of 
our cognitive attitude toward the object. 

For Kant, the understanding is the mind's reser- 
voir of determinate concepts. When the imagina- 
tion (which presents perceptual objects to con- 
sciousness) and the understanding are harmonized 
in a "free play," this condition issues from the 
apprehension that some determinate concept or 
other applies to the given perceptual object. This 
is an apprehension that the perceptual object is 
amenable to a satisfactory categorization, i.e., to 
the application of a determinate concept. In the 
experience of beauty, as described above, the un- 
derstanding and imagination remain in free play 
insofar as the object remains unspecified through 
the application of a determinate concept. For the 
present purposes, it is important to note that this 
free play operates only when cognition is possible; 
it operates only when there is, in principle, some 
determinate concept which would specify the ob- 
ject as an individual of some sort. Kant confirms 
this in the following: 

The beautiful, on the other hand, requires that we pre- 
sent a certain quality of the object, and a quality that can 
be made intelligible and brought to concepts (even 
though in an aesthetic judgment the beautiful is not 
brought to concepts). (?29, 266/126)2 

Ordinary reasoning also suggests that a poten- 
tiality for cognition must underwrite the experi- 
ence of the beautiful: if the understanding employs 
only determinate concepts in its capacity to achieve 
"cognition," and if the understanding is cognitively 
attuned to some perceptual object in aesthetic experi- 
ence, then if there were no potentiality for the proper 
fitting of a determinate concept to that perceptual 
object, there would be no basis for a cognitive attune- 
ment between the perceptual object and the under- 
standing. 

One of Guyer's objectives is to show how Kant 
develops a theory of beauty that applies consistently 
to natural objects and works of fine art, and that with 
respect to the latter, allows for a contemplation of a 
work's content as well as its form in the estimation of 
its beauty. To achieve this end, Guyer presents textual 
evidence (from ?49, 313-314) that allegedly supports 
the assumption that the harmony of the cognitive 
faculties is the same in the experience of natural and 
artistic beauty. It is an assumption, in effect, that the 
"purposiveness without purpose" in the structure of 
a natural object and the "aesthetic ideas" expressed 
within a work of fine art both stimulate the free play 
between the understanding and imagination. Guyer 
writes: 

what I want to argue is that Kant's conception of aesthetic 
ideas implies nothing less than that in responding to a work 
of art we respond in a properly aesthetic manner to both its 
form and its content and to the relation between them, all of 
which induce the free play of the cognitive faculties and 
thus the feeling of beauty. ("Kant's Conception of Fine 
Art," p. 280) 

Although Kant states that "we may in general call 
beauty (whether natural or artistic) the expression of 
aesthetic ideas" (?51, 320/189), and implies thereby 
that aesthetic ideas activate a harmony of the cogni- 
tive faculties, a closer look at Kant's doctrine of aes- 
thetic ideas indicates that at best, Kant has overstated 
the connection between beauty and the expression of 
aesthetic ideas. An aesthetic idea, for him, is a pre- 
sentation of the imagination, i.e., an intuition, which 
is so rich in conceptual content that no single deter- 
minate concept can comprehend its full meaning. 
Aesthetic ideas defy satisfactory categorization, for 
an aesthetic idea is "a presentation of the imagina- 
tion which prompts much thought, but to which no 
determinate thought whatsoever, i.e., no [determinate] 
concept can be adequate ... " (?49, 313-314/182). He 
adds, most importantly, that "an aesthetic idea cannot 
become cognition [emphasis added] because it is an 
intuition (of the imagination) for which an adequate 
concept can never be found" (?57, 342/215). It is 
now worth reiterating Kant's view, cited above, that 
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the free play of the cognitive faculties can arise only 
when there is the potentiality for cognition: 

Now if a presentation by which an object is given is, in 
general, to become cognition [emphasis added], we need 
imagination to combine the manifold of intuition, and under- 
standing to provide the unity of the concept uniting the [com- 
ponent] presentations. This state of free play of the cognitive 
powers, accompanying a presentation by which an object is 
given, must be universally communicable; for cognition, 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. (?9, 217/62) 

Kant's claim that beauty is the expression of aes- 
thetic ideas thus creates the problem of how an aes- 
thetic idea can activate the free play of the cognitive 
faculties, when in principle, no aesthetic idea can 
"become cognition." Kant's theory of aesthetic ideas 
may intend to explain how a work of art's content 
contributes to its beauty, but it does not obviously 
meet the conditions necessary for there to be a free 
play of the imagination and understanding. 

I suggest that the source of the difficulty is an 
unrecognized ambiguity within Kant's exposition. 
This is between the case where (1) some determinate 
concept is, in principle, fully appropriate to a given 
perceptual object as its purpose, but this concept 
remains unknown, unknowable, or abstracted away 
from in the judging situation, and (2) no determinate 
concept is, in principle, fully appropriate to the given 
perceptual object. The first case characterizes the 
conditions for the free play of the cognitive faculties 
described in Kant's theory of beauty as it refers to a 
perceptual object's purposive form; the second case 
characterizes the (alleged) conditions for the free 
play of the cognitive faculties described in Kant's 
theory of beauty as it refers to a perceptual object's 
expressive content. 

When Kant refers to the harmony of the faculties 
as activated by aesthetic ideas, he seems to be of two 
minds. Sometimes he says that this harmony obtains 
between the imagination and understanding (and 
Guyer quite legitimately draws upon these state- 
ments), but sometimes Kant maintains that the har- 
mony obtains between the imagination and reason- 
a harmony that Kant describes as characteristic of the 
sublime.3 He describes how aesthetic ideas activate a 
harmony between reason and the imagination in the 
following: 

Now if a concept is provided with [unterlegen] a presenta- 
tion of the imagination such that, even though this presenta- 
tion belongs to the exhibition of the concept, yet it prompts, 
even by itself, so much thought as can never be compre- 
hended 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) 
[die Vernunft] in motion: it makes reason think more, when 
prompted by a [certain] presentation, than what can be 
apprehended and made distinct in the presentation (though 
the thought does pertain to the concept of the object [pre- 
sented]). (?49, 314-315/183) 

Since Kant's theory of aesthetic ideas points to 
both a harmony between the imagination and under- 
standing, and a harmony between the imagination 
and reason, we might pause before rushing to the 
judgment that Kant's theory of aesthetic ideas simply 
extends his earlier theory of beauty, as Guyer sug- 
gests. The similarities between Kant's theory of aes- 
thetic ideas and his theory of the sublime are too 
important to ignore, and they suggest that Kant's 
account of fine art as the combination of genius and 
taste is, rather, an amalgam of his (formalistic) the- 
ory of beauty and his theory of the sublime. Consider 
the following three excerpts, the first two of which 
are from Kant's theory of the natural sublime, and 
the third of which is from his theory of artistic 
genius. Their affinity is arresting: 

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 
inadequacy, which can be exhibited in sensibility. (?23, 
245/99) 

[In our experience of the sublime] our imagination strives to 
progress toward infinity, while our reason demands abso- 
lute totality as a real idea, and so [the imagination], our 
power of estimating the magnitude of things in the world of 
sense, is inadequate to that idea. (?25, 250/106) 

[Aesthetic ideas] 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. 
(?49, 314/182) 

In the experience of the natural (or pure) sublime, 
incomprehensibly large or mighty objects stagger the 
imagination and make us aware of an infinity (i.e., a 
rational idea) that transcends human experience; in 
the experience of fine art produced by genius, an 
aesthetic idea stretches our imagination to a point 
where we become aware of an infinite richness of 
meaning (i.e., a rational idea) that no conceptualiza- 
tion can fully capture. Both experiences lead us to 
contemplate rational ideas, which are beyond finite 
human understanding. This parallelism between ge- 
nius and the sublime, whereby both direct our aware- 
ness toward the idea of infinity, is compelling. More- 
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over, Kant reinforces this parallelism by distinguishing 
within a work of art the contributions of "taste" and 
the contributions of "genius." The former, as we 
know, is associated with beauty (as in "judgments of 
taste"); the latter, as we will soon see, significantly 
expresses the sublime. 

This double coordination of taste with beauty and 
genius with the sublime runs contrary to Guyer's 
interpretation of Kant's conception of fine art: Guyer 
regards "taste" as associated with beauty in refer- 
ence to a work of art's form, and genius as associated 
with beauty in reference to a work of art's content. 
Consider, however, how Kant describes the relation 
between taste, beauty, and genius. He tends to distin- 
guish taste and beauty from genius rather sharply: 

Now insofar as art shows genius it does indeed deserve to 
be called inspired [geistreich], but it deserves to be called 
beautiful [schone] only insofar as it shows taste [emphasis 
added]. ... In order [for a work] to be beautiful, it is not 
strictly necessary that [it] be rich and original in ideas, but 
it is necessary that the imagination in its freedom be com- 
mensurate with the lawfulness of the understanding. For if 
the imagination is left in lawless freedom, all its riches [in 
ideas] produce nothing but nonsense, and it is judgment that 
adapts the imagination to the understanding. (?50, 319/188) 

In this excerpt, Kant states that an artwork's 
beauty, which depends upon taste and judgment, is 
distinct from its inspiration (i.e., its profundity or 
spirituality). He adds that a work's inspiration, which 
depends upon genius and imagination, is not a neces- 
sary condition for beauty. He also claims that genius 
without taste yields nonsense, for it leaves the imag- 
ination in a "lawless freedom." On top of all this, 
Kant states that the free play of the imagination and 
understanding cannot arise from genius alone. 

If we recall Kant's statement that "it is rather in its 
chaos [i.e., lawlessness] that nature most arouses our 
ideas of the sublime" (?23, 246/99), we can discern a 
parallel between the power of pure genius and the 
chaotic aspect of nature which arouses our sense of 
the sublime: untempered by beauty, genius is as 
unruly and "lawless" as the sublime chaos of nature. 
This, along with what has been said above, suggests 
that Kant's discussion of the distinction between 
taste and genius reflects his distinction between 
beauty and the sublime. 

Kant does not advance a theory of artistic sublim- 
ity that complements his discussion of artistic beauty, 
but there is certainly room within Kant's aesthetics 
for such a theory. Kant restricts his discussion of the 
sublime to natural objects, only because that discus- 
sion centers upon pure judgments of the sublime- 
and his use of natural objects as examples matches 
his employment of natural objects to illustrate pure 
judgments of taste. Scattered throughout Kant's text, 

however, are examples of artistic sublimity. For ex- 
ample, he cites two works of architecture as instances 
of the mathematical sublime (i.e., immense size), 
namely, the Pyramids and St. Peter's Basilica (?26, 
252/108). He also mentions sublime artistic themes 
such as war and God's might (?28, 263/122). Such 
examples, along with others such as the sublimity of 
tragedy (?52, 325/195) and the nobility of character 
(?29, 272/133), invite speculation about whether Kant 
introduced into his discussion of artistic beauty what 
are properly considerations of artistic sublimity. 

We have already noted how Kant states that genius 
alone cannot produce beauty. If, as Kant's remarks 
indicate, genius is the source of artistic sublimity, 
then his following statement suggests that the co- 
presence of genius with (formal) beauty is not even 
sufficient to enhance that beauty: 

Moreover, the exhibition of the sublime may, insofar as it 
belongs to beautiful art, be combined with [that] beauty in a 
tragedy in verse, in a didactic poem, or in an oratorio; and in 
these combinations beautiful art is even more artistic. But 
whether it is also more beautiful ... may in some of these 
cases be doubted. (?52, 325/195) 

The upshot of the discussion so far is that Kant's 
theory of beauty does not fully account for the aes- 
thetic value inherent in profound artistic meaning. It 
appears rather that the combination of genius and 
taste necessary for the best art calls for a delicate 
alliance between artistic sublimity and artistic beauty. 
Kant may assert that the genius produces aesthetic 
ideas and that the expression of such ideas is beauti- 
ful, but it is clear that his conception of the sublime is 
often more appropriate to describe how aesthetic 
ideas express moral ideas and how we regard works 
of artistic genius with an attitude of awe and respect. 

How, then, might we alternatively summarize Kant's 
conception of fine art? He claims that artistic beauty 
that lacks inspiration is empty, that pure inspiration 
untempered by beauty yields nonsense, and that only 
the fusion of artistic beauty with inspiration creates 
works of enduring value. This, however, is to say that 
the greatest works of art-the products of genius- 
embody a fusion of artistic beauty and sublimity. 

Since the underlying momentum of Kant's theory 
of fine art is toward a moral awareness-he aims to 
"connect the fine arts, closely or remotely, with 
moral ideas, which alone carry with them an inde- 
pendent liking" (?52, 326/196)-and since both 
beauty and sublimity activate such an awareness, we 
can briefly consider the respective roles of each. Kant 
maintains that our experience of beauty refers us to an 
object's purposive form, which aesthetically confirms 
that nature is receptive to our moral imperatives. He 
also maintains that our experience of sublimity does 
not refer us to the rational form of an object, but repels 
us from the object toward a direct contemplation of 
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moral ideas. This suggests that beauty remains tied to 
the field of perceptual phenomena, whereas sublimity 
frees us from it. Now Kant shows his preference for 
the sublime aspect of fine art by elevating poetry to 
the highest art insofar as "it owes its origin almost 
entirely to genius" and "rises aesthetically to ideas" 
(?53, 326/196). Kant supports this in his general 
description of the sublime: 

It follows from this that if we judge aesthetically the good 
that is intellectual and intrinsically purposive (the moral 
good), we must present it not so much as beautiful but 
rather as sublime, so that it will arouse more a feeling of 
respect (which disdains charm) than one of love and famil- 
iar affection. (?29, 271/132) 

Emphasizing the implicit role of the sublime in 
Kant's theory of fine art thus allows us to establish a 
stronger connection between aesthetic experience 
and moral contemplation than is available through an 
exclusive attention to the theory of beauty. It also 
highlights how Kant is not especially interested in 
aesthetic experience for its own sake, but regards it 
as valuable insofar as it serves the purposes of cogni- 
tion and as it intensifies the awareness of moral 
ideas. In his theory of fine art we discover how both 
beauty and sublimity lead to moral contemplation, 
and implicitly, how this twofold fusion of aesthetic 
values might elevate fine art above nature in its 
effectiveness in activating moral awareness. 

Kant's theory of fine art, it should be noted, rarely 
refers to the sublime in general, and he does not 
develop an explicit theory of artistic sublimity. Kant's 
manifest view is that beauty is the expression of aes- 
thetic ideas, and he states that these ideas activate a 
harmony between the imagination and the under- 
standing. Guyer develops the implications of these 
canonical claims and concludes that both form and 
content inform our experience of artistic beauty. This 
straightforward approach is convincing as far as it 
goes, but it overlooks the fusion of beauty and sub- 
limity within Kant's comprehension of fine art. To 
appreciate what Kant may have been struggling with 
in his attempt to explain our experience of great art, 
we need only contemplate the blend of sublime and 
beautiful feelings aroused by works of artistic genius 
such as the Sistine Chapel ceiling, St. Peter's Basil- 
ica, and the Taj Mahal: we respect such works, we 
find our imaginations staggered by them, and yet we 
love them with a beautifully familiar affection. 
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3. Kant writes: "Therefore, just as the aesthetic power of 
judgment in judging the beautiful refers the imagination in 
its free play to the understanding so that it will harmonize 
with the understanding's concepts in general (which con- 
cepts 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" (?26, 256/112-113). 

Kant's Confusion of Expression 
with Communication 

Paul Guyer's "Kant's Conception of Fine Art"1 is 
one of the clearest, most thorough, and most per- 
suasive articles to have appeared in the JAAC for 
many years. Nevertheless, there is one difficult 
question he broaches without appearing to recog- 
nize its difficulty. The question is this: are "ex- 
pression" and "communication" analogous terms? 
Guyer points out that they are for Kant. Kant says 
that the relation between form and content is ex- 
pression and that it is "the kind of expression 
which men use in speech, in order to communicate 
as fully as possible with each other, i.e., to com- 
municate not only their concepts but also their 
sensations." 

Guyer goes on to explain in his own words what 
Kant means by this assertion but Guyer professes 
no difficulty in understanding it. Indeed, he re- 
emphasizes his unquestioning acceptance of it by 
including in his final summary the phrase "aes- 
thetically satisfying expression of content by form" 
without mentioning communication, apparently tak- 
ing for granted that the substitutability of "communi- 
cation" for "expression" has been so fully explicated 
previously that it needs no repeating. 

I agree with Guyer that conceiving expression to 
be the relation between form and content, such that 
the former expresses the latter, is as persuasive an 
idea today as when Kant wrote it. However, I submit 
that Kant's analogy with "the kind of expression 
which men use in speech" is incoherent. It is not a 
benign analogy but rather a malignant equivocation, 
for it simply ignores various semantic concepts that 
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