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D O NA L D W. C R A W F O R D 

Reason-Giving in Kant's Aesthetics 

KANT'S MAJOR CONCERN in aesthetics 
was to develop a systematic and complete 
theory of artistic creation, experience, and 
judgment, and to exhibit the relationships 
between these processes of art and other 
forms of human intellectual effort, espe- 
cially the nature and possibility of attain- 
ment of scientific and moral knowledge. As 
such, Kant appears to be a traditionalist 
in aesthetic theory. Nonetheless, Kant's 
methods or modes of approach to the 
problems of aesthetics resemble those of 
contemporary aestheticians in at least two 
important respects. (i) He purports to be- 
gin with common sense and common 
usage, with what we ourselves take to mean 
and to be claiming when we make the 
judgment that something is beautiful (in 
Kant's terms, a "judgment of taste"). In 
the Critique of Judgment Kant begins 
with observations on our ordinary use of 
expressions such as "is beautiful" and "is 
pleasurable," and he believes it is important 
to begin in this way. (ii) Kant denies 
the possibility of deductive arguments, 
rules, principles, and hence any set of 
conclusive reasons in aesthetics analogous 
to those he believes must be and are avail- 
able for cognitive judgments (knowledge 
claims). In contemporary aesthetics this 
same denial has led many to attempt fresh 
inquiries into the nature and characteris- 
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tics of the activity of reason-giving in 
aesthetics. Kant's denial of the possibility 
of determinate rules or principles in aes- 
thetics, in conjunction with his view that 
a pure judgment of taste is based on an 
awareness of a feeling of pleasure and 
hence ultimately on the presence of such 
a feeling, leads one to ask what place 
reason-giving has within Kant's aesthetic 
theory-whether, in fact, on his account 
reason-giving is possible at all. I shall at- 
tempt to show the possibility and charac- 
terize the nature of the activity of reason- 
giving within Kant's aesthetic theory. 

The foundation is laid for Kant's posi- 
tive aesthetic theory by two facts about 
our response to the beautiful which Kant 
sees exhibited in what we believe we mean 
in using aesthetic discourse and in our 
linguistic and social activities involving 
this discourse. 

(i) The judgment that some particular 
thing (a painting, musical composition, 
garden, piece of sculpture, etc.) is beauti- 
ful-a "judgment of taste"-relates to a 
feeling of pleasure, and the judgment that 
some particular thing is not beautiful re- 
lates to a feeling of displeasure. In Kant's 
terminology, such a judgment is "aes- 
thetic": in making a judgment of taste one 
relates or refers a representation (Vorstel- 
lung-an awareness of something) not to a 
concept of an object, as in the judgment 
that something is a cube, but to the men- 
tal state of the judging subject and to his 
feeling of pleasure or displeasure.' Kant's 
support for this claim is twofold: phe- 
nomenologically, he notes that the experi- 



506 

ence of an object of beauty from what we 
would now be inclined to call the "aes- 
thetic point of view" is pleasurable and 
that such an experience is different in kind 
from judging the nature of the object 
in order to gain knowledge (cognitively); 
logically, he observes that there are no 
syllogistic proofs, general principles, max- 
ims, or rules to which one can appeal to 
force another's judgment or which would 
require (in any logical sense-that is, at 
the cost of rationality) that another agree 
with the particular judgment of taste being 
made. In short, there is no disputing about 
artistic values, although there certainly is 
controversy about them, in that about 
judgments of taste nothing can be decided 
by proofs (8.6, 34, 35.1, 44.1, 56.2, 57.4).2 

(ii) Judgments of taste purport to be 
universally valid. We are not willing to 
equate the judgment that something is 
pleasurable to our senses with the judg- 
ment that ;it is beautiful; we are not willing 
to say that when we find something beauti- 
ful we have judged it only for ourselves. 
However, we do not claim that everyone 
will agree with our judgment, only that 
everyon.e ought to agree with it (22.1), 
and hence the universal validity of judg- 
ments of taste that Kant terms "exem- 
plary" (18; 22.1). Kant claims that this is 
part of the meaning of "is beautiful": 

It would be ridiculous if someone who prided 
himself on his taste thought to justify himself by 
saying: This object (the building we see, the dress 
that person wears, the concert we hear, the poem 
submitted to our judgment) is beautiful for me. 
For he must not call it beautiful if it merely 
pleases him.... If he declares something to be 
beautiful he claims the very same pleasure for 
others; he judges not merely for himself, but for 
everyone, and then speaks of beauty as if it were 
a Droperty of things. (7.2, and cf. 8.2) 

These two characteristics of the judg- 
ment of taste show that it cannot be re- 
duced to the judgment that something is 
pleasurable to the senses or to the judg- 
ment that something is useful (good for 
something) or morally good (good in it- 
self) (7.1, 32.2). Judgments of taste are 
thus shown to constitute a unique class of 
judgment and hence the experience of the 
beautiful is shown to be a unique kind of 
experience (General Remark I, following 
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Section 29). A given judgment of taste is 
"pure" when it is made wholly on the 
basis of this unique kind of experience 
(16.8, 14.5, 40.2). 

Kant's analysis has resulted in the at- 
tribution of two seemingly incompatible 
characteristics to judgments of taste: on 
the one hand, they have been found to 
be based on the feeling of pleasure, which 
for Kant is subjective since it can never 
be used for knowledge of an object; on the 
other hand, the force of making a judg- 
ment of taste is its claim to (exemplary) 
universal validity, in that we imply that 
others ought to arrive at the same judg- 
ment. Hence Kant sees it as his task (the 
task of philosophical aesthetics) to "guar- 
antee the legitimacy of a class of judg- 
ments" (31.1) whose members lay claim to 
a necessity and universality not met with 
empirically. The problem is "to explain 
how it is possible that a thing can please 
in the mere act of judging it (apart from 
sensation or concepts) and how the satis- 
faction of one man can be proclaimed 
as a rule for every other..." (31.2). Kant 
calls this explanation, justification, or 
legitimization a "deduction." The explana- 
tion or deduction cannot be simply em- 
pirical; that is, it will not suffice merely 
to give the genesis or empirical origin of 
our belief that a judgment of taste can be 
universally valid, as Hume would have 
attempted (G.R. I. 22-24). Instead, the de- 
duction is transcendental (in the same 
terms as the doctrines of the First Critique), 
because it must show how we have a right 
to claim that any judgments of this type 
are universally valid; it must show how, 
in the face of a lack of empirical universal 
agreement, the claim to universality is 
possible, legitimate, or justified. 

Briefly, Kant's deduction consists in at- 
tempting to show that the necessary con- 
ditions for making a pure judgment of 
taste are the necessary conditions for 
cognition or communication in general 
(9.9, 35, 37). The pure judgment of taste 
is based on a feeling of pleasure, but this 
feeling is occasioned not by mere sensation 
but by the contemplation of, or reflection 
upon, the form of that being considered- 
by a consideration of whether it is suitable 
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for cognition in general, whether it can 
be brought together into a unity. If it 
can, then the mental faculties of cognition 
(the understanding and the imagination) 
are in harmony, and as a consequence we 
experience aesthetic pleasure (9.2). But 
its being suitable for cognition in general 
means that no determinate concept is 
involved; the imagination does not unify 
the representation (whatever we are aware 
of) through apprehension of its form into 
a definite concept, but instead judges the 
ability of the representation to be unified 
in terms of its purposiveness of form. Al- 
though the pleasure resulting from the 
awareness of this purposiveness of form is 
subjective, the awareness itself must be 
intersubjective as a necessary condition for 
communication in general or for cogni- 
tion; it is a common sense, and hence 
there is a basis for the universal validity 
of judgments of taste. Precisely for this 
reason Kant's investigation of aesthetics 
turns out to be a work on the faculty of 
judgment as a whole. 

Thus, a conclusion of Kant's transcen- 
dental deduction of judgments of taste is 
a close linkage (but not an identification) 
between, for example, looking at some- 
thing aesthetically and looking at it ordi- 
narily ("cognitively"). I shall not pursue 
this essential and interesting comparison 
here. What I wish to do is to attempt to 
answer the following questions: On the 
basis of the transcendental theory of aes- 
thetic experience and on the assumption 
made by Kant that there is a point of 
some importance in making evaluative judg- 
ments on works of art, how can one give 
an account of (i) the nature of our disagree- 
ments in matters of taste, (ii) the methods 
at our disposal for resolving these dis- 
agreements, and (iii) the role of criticism 
in the process of art? 

The fact of disagreement in matters of 
taste is only too evident to Kant; as pointed 
out above, it is one of the two reasons he 
gives for merely empirical (psychological, 
physiological, anthropological, etc.) accounts 
of these judgments always being incom- 
plete.3 No one can get me to change my 
judgment of taste simply by disagreeing 
with it; there are no authorities in aes- 
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thetics who merely by their contrary 
judgment force me to change mine. How- 
ever, disagreement can cause me to doubt 
or to become suspicious of the validity of 
my judgment, in which case I am led to 
examine what, specifically, I was consider- 
ing or going on when I made the judg- 
ment, that is, the basis on which it was 
made-the object of my experience (34.2). 

What, on Kant's theory, could such an 
examination show? It would show, per- 
haps, that my judgment of taste was "im- 
pure," that it was based on sense-pleasure, 
charm, emotion, or on a preconceived idea 
(a concept) of what the object should be, 
rather than on the pleasure or displeasure 
felt in the act of judging its formal pur- 
posiveness. This shows the nature of at 
least some disagreements of taste in Kant's 
theory-when one or the other or both 
disputants are making impure judgments 
of taste or what we now might call "ex- 
tra-aesthetic judgments." Kant here is 
setting up what is essentially a criterion 
of aesthetic relevance. Of course, showing 
that a judgment of taste is impure is not 
sufficient to show it is false; it simply 
shows it is ill-founded. One can always 
be right for the wrong reasons. But to be 
able to show in a given case that the 
judgment is impure (wrongly based) pro- 
vides a possible way of resolving an aes- 
thetic dispute. In judging the beauty of an 
object one must abstract from any con- 
cept of what it ought to be and from its 
mere sensuous or emotional appeal (14.5, 
15.3, 16.8, 40.2). Thus, insofar as one can 
become conscious of the grounds on which 
his judgment of taste is being made, one 
can know whether his judgment is pure: 

It may be uncertain whether or not the man who 
believes that he is laying down a judgment of 
taste is, as a matter of fact, judging it in con- 
formity with [a universal voice].... He can be 
quite certain of this for himself by the mere 
consciousness of the separating off of everything 
belonging to the pleasant and the good from the 
satisfaction which is left. (8.6) 

In this way we see that the discovery 
that a given judgment of taste is impure 
can only come about through what 
amounts to becoming aware of (what one 
would give as) reasons for the judgment. 
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Kant may have erred in the details of his 
criterion of relevance, namely in his un- 
certainty as to the aesthetic relevance of 
colors and tones (14.3-4, 51.10, 53.2), and 
in his rejection of the aesthetic relevance 
of the "lower senses" (51.7, 51.9), but this 
does not preclude the possibility of reason- 
giving within his theory or necessarily 
change its nature. Kant must allow for 
reasons in as much as he holds that one 
can become conscious of and point to the 
ground of one's judgment. And Kant does 
consider "showing that one is speaking of 
free, the other of dependent beauty" to 
be a method by which "we can settle many 
disputes about beauty between judges of 
taste" (16.8). Now in order to show that 
someone is speaking of dependent beauty 
(the beauty of perfection or "good-of-its- 
kind") or mere pleasure of sensation, 
either that person is aware of it and tells 
us, or we can somehow show him the 
grounds on which he made his judgment. 
This simply is to give reasons for or against 
the judgment in question. 

Reasons of this sort, however, seem to 
be wholly negative in character. In find- 
ing somehow that the person was basing 
his judgment on, for example, the sen- 
suous charm of the work and nothing more, 
we can show why his judgment is impure 
and hence ill-founded as a universally valid 
aesthetic judgments. We could be said 
thereby to have uncovered a prima-facie 
reason for rejecting the judgment, but not 
a conclusive reason. Kant's account so far 
seems to assume that positive reasons are 
available and to give us one basis for dis- 
tinguishing relevant from irrelevant con- 
siderations, but it does not yet show us 
which of the relevant considerations are 
in this case good reasons, reasons in sup- 
port of the judgment that this object is 
beautiful. 

Not all disagreements on particular 
aesthetic judgments can be reduced to one 
or the other or both of the judgments 
being impure. Some disagreements of taste, 
some differences in aesthetic response and 
evaluation seem to be the result not of 
the wrong kind of attention or attitude 
("impure" as opposed to "pure," "inter- 
ested" as opposed to "disinterested") but 
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rather of an incomplete attention to or 
awareness of the aesthetically relevant fea- 
tures of the work being considered. For 
example, one might have failed to notice 
and to incorporate into the grounds of his 
judgment on Beethoven's Ninth Symphony 
the important structure of the opening of the 
final movement-the juxtaposition of the 
string bass recitative with the main theme 
of each of the preceding movements in 
turn, giving way to a bass voice recitative 
and finally to a full statement of the 
main theme of the final movement. Not 
infrequently one retracts an earlier evalua- 
tion of a particular work of art in the 
light of a fuller knowledge and under- 
standing of the work obtainable only 
through repeated experience and reflection 
and sometimes aided by the remarks, advice, 
and encouragement of others. Disagree- 
ments are often resolved through the point- 
ing out or discovery of a different basis of 
evaluation, even though neither party was 
basing his initial judgment on extra- 
aesthetic considerations. That is, it seems 
to be the nature of some of our disagree- 
ments on judgments of taste that one or 
the other or both persons were basing their 
judgments on inadequate material result- 
ing from an incomplete or inadequate ex- 
perience. 

Kant allows for and can give an ac- 
count of such disagreements within his 
theory as it stands. Kant, I think, would 
say: such disagreements are only apparent; 
the two judges apparently in disagreement 
in fact are judging different objects-the 
"this" in each of their judgments of taste re- 
fers to a different object of awareness (and 
not just in the trivial sense that in Kant's 
epistemology we always judge our aware- 
ness). It follows from Kant's analysis of 
judgments of taste as aesthetic that we 
can only judge the symphony or the paint- 
ing as we have experienced them. Thus, 
some disagreements over judgments of 
taste can be accounted for by the experi- 
ence of the objects judged being signifi- 
cantly different, and this may be the result 
not of attending to what would make 
the judgment impure but rather of an in- 
complete or inadequate experience. 

The account Kant might have given 
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within his theory of this second kind of 
aesthetic disagreement and of the nature 
of its possible resolution does depend on 
the ability to give positive reasons in sup- 
port of a judgment of taste. Resolution of 
dlisagreements resulting from inadequate 
or incomplete attention depends on being 
able to become conscious of and point to 
tlhe grounds of the pure judgment of taste, 
to delineate precisely what one judged 
and to be able to establish a common basis 
of judgment. It is here in the attempt to 
establish a common (intersubjective) ob- 
ject of experience and hence of evalua- 
tion that Kant's aesthetic theory antici- 
pates the problem of the phenomenologi- 
cal description of the aesthetic object. 
Kant realized that the existence of a com- 
mon object of awareness is a necessary 
condition for agreement about a particu- 
lar judgment of taste; conversely, some dis- 
agreements of taste may be resolved 
through the discovery that the objects 
being judged were not common to the 
parties in disagreement. One rationale for 
thle activity of art cirticism within Kant's 
aesthetics has been unearthed and its na- 
ture partly determined. 

It might be objected that to call what 
need be adduced in accounting for and 
resolving this type of disagreement "rea- 
sons" is unjustified, since they are merely 
identifying descriptions of the objects of 
tlheir respective experiences and judg- 
ments; but these are not reasons; reasons, 
it is often claimed, cannot be mere de- 
scriptions. Reasons in aesthetics must serve 
as support for an evaluation claim by re- 
ferring to some feature or aspect of the 
work as contributing to or detracting 
flromn its supposed beauty, aesthetic merit, 
or success. 

It is true that even if we drop the 
requirement, as Kant does, that reasons 
be conclusive, a reason must (claim to) 
show how something contributes to or 
forms the basis of our evaluative judg- 
ment. But the above criticism neglects the 
fact that on Kant's theory aesthetic merit 
or beauty is itself a relation. More spe- 
cifically, it is a relation of relations: 
purposiveness of form. Kant must and does 
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allow for the awareness and articulation of 
the ground on which a given pure judg- 
ment of taste has been made. This ground 
is the form of the work of art under 
consideration. The judgment is made on 
the basis of whether the form is purposive, 
that is, whether the spatial and temporal 
relations of the elements themselves re- 
late in a purposive manner without our 
bringing them under the concept of a de- 
terminate purpose. Pleasure in the beauti- 
ful is on Kant's theory the result of ex- 
periencing this purposive form-the formal 
elements of the object are interrelated as if 
it had a purpose. Hence, for Kant, a de- 
scription of the object of experience and 
a description of the features or char- 
acteristics contributing to the beauty of 
the object are not on different levels. Kant 
in this way attempts to avoid the fact-value 
or descriptive-normative dichotomy by in- 
sisting that there can be no criterion in 
terms of determinate natural qualities 
necessary and sufficient for something to 
be called beautiful. Analyzing aesthetic 
value in terms of pleasure allows it to 
remain at the level of being felt; by giving 
it a basis in purposiveness of form, Kant 
allows for the possibility of positive rea- 
sons. 

Thus in Kant's aesthetic theory we see a 
necessary, intimate connection between 
experience and evaluation: (i) Any reasons 
adduced to support a judgment of taste 
must have reference to the formal features 
of the object as experienced. When elabo- 
rated, this provides a criterion of relevance. 
(ii) Criticism only articulates what we have 
already felt. In this way the activity of 
criticism is prevented from interfering with 
the experience or appreciation of the 
work. Considering the components of the 
work in their experienced relations is gain- 
ing knowledge of the work and at the 
same time attempting to grasp the work 
as a whole; they are part of the same 
process. 

But we must not give Kant more credit 
than he deserves. Kant nowhere elaborates 
a theory of art criticism. What I have tried 
to show is that he does not rule one out. 
His central concept for such a theory is 



510 

purposiveness of form, but this is inade- 
quate for two reasons. First, Kant's assump- 
tions surrounding the form-matter or 
form-content distinction are confused (for 
example, in holding that we can only 
communicate the form of our experience 
and never the content, and in identifying 
formal properties with the traditional phil- 
osophical category of primary qualities). 
Second, Kant provides us little direction 
for determining how, in a given case, such 
purposiveness or the lack of it is to be 
discovered or discussed. The form is there, 
but the content of a Kantian theory of 
criticism remains to be given. My sugges- 
tion is that the challenge has been taken 
up by phenomenologists such as Ingarden, 
and that the key to it lies in giving an 
account of the constitution of a common 
aesthetic object. 

My remarks have not been intended as a 
defense of the details of Kant's aesthetic 
theory. Rather, I have been concerned to 
indicate how the common (and under- 
standable) view that Kant's aesthetic the- 
ory does not allow for reason-giving rests 
on a misunderstanding of Kant's views. 

D O N A L D W. C R A WFO R D 

lFor Kant, a judgment is an act of the under- 
standing-the thinking of a particular representa- 
tion (sensation, intuition, or concept) as contained 
under a universal or concept. But since feelings of 
pleasure are not universals or concepts, Kant ought 
not to call a "judgment of taste" a "judgment" at 
all. Kant recognized this difficulty (see his First 
Introduction to the Critique of Judgment), but 
thought it useful to point out that although feelings 
are subjective sensations which cannot be used for 
knowledge of objects, they can be called sensible 
(and hence aesthetic, in the sense of the First 
Critique) since they are modifications of the state 
of the subject. Hence, by an "aesthetic judgment" 
Kant proposed to mean not the sensible representa- 
tion of an object but rather the sensible representa- 
tion of the state of the subject in relation to an 
object. Kant thus distinguished two species of 
aesthetic judgments: (i) judgments of sense (e.g., 
"This is pleasant to smell"), which do not claim 
universal validity but are wholly subjective; (ii) 
judgments of taste (e.g., "This is beautiful"), which 
do claim universal validity and an objectivity which 
must be defended. 

2 Immanual Kant, Critique of Judgment. In gen- 
eral my translations follow J. H. Bernard (New 
York: Hafner, 1951). References are to the section 
and paragraph: thus, "8.6" refers to the sixth 
paragraph of section 8; "34" to section 34 as a whole. 

3 Thus Kant's rejection of the "experimental" 
aesthetics of Burke and his discontent with the kinds 
of claims he himself made in his earlier Observations 
on the Feelings of the Beautiful and Sublime. 
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