beginner’s guide to

kant’s aesthetics

There is no lack of curiosity surrounding art, and what it means to us, not least by artists themselves. But one might
be curious as to whether art concerns everyone, or only those with an interest. Kant took an approach to art independently of the artwork, concentrating on the aesthetic experience itself. He provided an account for just how
important the aesthetic experience is: it is intrinsically tied to what it is to be human.

By Erik Løvhaugen

T

here are many reasons to take an interest in Kant’s
aesthetics. One might find it instructive or thoughtprovoking for art theory, informative for the history
of philosophy, or as a source of understanding in itself.
Hannah Arendt, for example, found in it a source for articulating what a genuinely political judgment is (Mahrdt
2018). And a beginner might simply find some interesting
ideas. This article was written by the latter for the latter. It
is a document of my coming-to-understand §§ 1–8 of the
Critique of the Power of Judgment, which is where Kant introduces his account for the aesthetic power of judgment.
As such, it should serve as an introduction to Kant’s aesthetics, or a reading guide to §§ 1–8. Someone completely
new to philosophy will not find unfamiliar terminology
without an explanation. In order to achieve this, however,
I must sacrifice a lot of direct quotes, since the text contains many words with very special meaning, and sentences that are hard to explain in isolation.
In this first part of the book, Kant argues for a unique
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type of judgment, the judgment of taste. He distinguishes
it from other types of judgment, namely moral judgments
and judgments of personal enjoyment. They all have the
same form, “p is F”: Judgments of taste has the form “p is
beautiful”; moral judgments “p is good”; and judgments of
personal enjoyment “p is agreeable”. Kant defines the characteristic properties of judgments of taste by comparing
these three types of judgments to each other.
The properties of judgments of taste are not just a description. They are also necessary conditions for what a
theory on the judgment of taste must be able to explain.
According to Kant, a philosophical enquiry into how judgments of taste are made would reveal a new aspect of how
the mind operates (§ 8). To find the origin of judgments
of taste in this way is a challenge Kant starts to deal with
in § 9. However, this paper is only concerned with §§ 1–8,
where Kant presents his definitions of judgments of taste
and also the philosophical challenge. I will only briefly
mention § 9 toward the end.
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My goal in this paper is to show how Kant’s claims
make sense. I do not share any of my own opinions; as
far as I can, I only interpret and explain. Throughout, I
am trying to answer the questions: “How does Kant find
out what makes judgments of taste unique?”, and “Does
it make sense?” I will first present (an incomplete list of )
the properties, then answer some (more specific) questions
I think are helpful, and finally present Kant’s challenge to
himself, recapitulating with the full list of the properties.
Briefly, to avoid confusion, I should make this clear:
The word “beauty”, as it is used in this paper, might mean
something else than what the reader has in mind. In everyday speech, the word “beauty” or “beautiful” is often
used interchangeably with “pretty”, “pleasing to the eye”,
“nice”, and the like. However, Kant has something different in mind, something like “aesthetic merit”. To understand the difference, imagine an art critic answering the
question: “Why are some paintings better than others?” If
the critic answers: “Because they are more pleasing to the
eye”, then there is little reason to listen to their opinion.
Instead, they should answer: “Because they have more
aesthetic merit.” That way, they can actually defend their
claims. (Kant provides a similar example in §7.) For reasons that will become apparent soon, Kant uses the word
“beauty” similarly to “aesthetic merit”, and not “pleasing
to the eye”, and I will do so too, in order to avoid complicating things.
Preamble: The properties
To provide an overview on Kant’s first few paragraphs, I
will start with answering the question: “What are the characteristic properties of judgments of taste?” Kant does not
provide a simple list, but they can be listed.
All types of judgments refer to objects. However, judgments of taste differ from judgments of the good and the
agreeable in one important property: Anyone who is judging beauty should not be invested in the object that is
being judged. Like how a judge in a legal matter should
not be friends with the accused. Both agreeable and good
objects are things that everyone has some investment in,
which is one reason for why they cannot serve as judgments of taste (§§ 2–4).
Another property of judgments of taste – or rather,
another property it lacks – is objectivity. An objective judgment is grounded on something factual, like: “That chair
has four legs”, which is true or false depending on how
many legs the relevant chair has. Judgments of taste are
similar, as they point to an object and make a claim about
it, but they are not the same. You can point to something
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and say “That is beautiful”, but it is not a claim of fact; it
is rather the case that you want people to agree with you
than that you take it as obvious that they will. Instead,
judgments of taste are subjective. Beauty is something everyone has to see for themselves, and not something they
can be convinced of by argument alone, according to Kant
(§§ 3, 6).
At the same time, judgments of taste are held to be
valid for everyone. According to Kant, this can be seen
from how it is incorrect to say that something is “personally beautiful”:
It would be ridiculous if … someone who prided
himself on his taste thought to justify himself
thus: ‘This object … is beautiful for me.’ For
he must not call it beautiful if it pleases merely
him.” (5:212)1
(This is the distinction I tried to draw with the art critic
in the introduction.) This combination of subjectivity and
universality is essential to judgments of taste, and an important part of the challenge that must be overcome to
explain how judgments of taste are made (§7).
Finally, judgments of taste are free. This freedom is not
a question of being able to choose what is right, which
is an obligation and in that sense not free. Neither is it a
question of being able to choose what we want, which is
something we are inclined to feel from our own nature,
and in that sense not free either. Kant writes: “An object
of inclination and one that is imposed upon us by a law
of reason … leave us no freedom to make anything into
an object of pleasure ourselves” (5:210). Conversely, in a
judgment of taste, there is nothing that one must choose,
neither from morality nor inclination, and therefore it
must be free (§5).
To summarize, judgments of taste are (1) different
from those of the good and (2) the agreeable; (3) made
without regard for anything being at stake; (4) not objective; but (5) subjective; (6) held to be valid for everyone by
whoever is making the judgment; and (7) free. This is not
the full list, but this is enough to give a rough idea of how
Kant presents the judgment of taste. The rest are all in §
8, which I will go through later. The complete list can be
found towards the end.
Now that this general summary is in place, the questions that first spring to mind are: Why can’t the judgment
of taste be like any other judgment? Must there be a unique judgment of taste? And even so, why is it important? I
will answer these questions in order.
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Why can’t the judgment of taste be like any other
judgment?: The problem with interested pleasure
Kant asks this question in terms of aesthetic versus cognitive judgments. According to him, the judgment of taste
is an aesthetic judgment, not a cognitive one. That means
that the judgment is not based on concepts, but only on
feelings. Compare to look for something and to look at
something. When we are using our cognitive powers, we
are trying to figure something out, and through concepts
we can find out if something is true or not. On the other
hand, when we are enjoying ourselves, e.g. when we are
experiencing the agreeable, we are not trying to do anything, we are just relaxing, and there is no truth involved.
This observation distinguishes aesthetic and cognitive judgments, but there is a strange circumstance in which aesthetic judgments are held to be true, namely in judgments
of taste. But why does this mean that the judgment of taste
has to be a unique type of judgment?
According to Kant, in order for judgments of taste to
be possible at all, they need to be an unbiased2 kind of judgment, as in the example of the judge mentioned earlier.
But both the agreeable (judgments of personal enjoyment)
and the good (moral judgments) have some sort of bias,
and can therefore not serve as judgments of taste. It is for
this reason that there needs to be a third option. My next
questions then become: What is this bias, and why must
judgments of taste be without them?
In Kant’s terms, bias in judgments is to have an interest
in the object that is being judged. “Interest” means to derive satisfaction from the representation of the existence of the
object. “Representation” is just how something is presented in the mind (not attached specifically to feelings or to
thoughts, but to one or both). To derive satisfaction from
the representation of the existence of the object means that
the well-being of the person who is inspecting it somehow
depends on the existence of the object. For example, the
pleasure I derive from a bonfire that keeps me warm at
night and would leave me cold if it was extinguished, cannot be grounds for a judgment of beauty. It is the very
existence of the bonfire that gives me pleasure because I
depend on it. Only the “mere representation” (5:205), i.e.
the object independent of its own existence, should be
part of the subject’s evaluation. Judgments of taste must
for this reason be without any interest to be unbiased, in
other words disinterested in the existence of the object, or
without the representation of the existence of the object. Put
simply, interest is when whether something exists or not
makes a difference to what one feels and thinks about it.
When Kant introduces this in § 2, he does not appear
16
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to be giving any other grounds than to say: If you think
about it, you must agree. That’s not a very strong argument, but it is difficult to disagree with the idea that judgments of taste should be unbiased. If you talk to someone
who is looking at a painting, they would probably agree
that the painting should speak for itself, and that aspects
like whether you can afford it shouldn’t be part of a judgment of its aesthetic merit.3 But it is still difficult to see
why, exactly, it is so important to be unbiased, or disinterested. Currently, only the accuracy of the judgment seems
to be at stake. In fact, it may not be Kant’s intention to
provide the grounds for the importance of disinterestedness in judgments of taste this early in the text (§ 2). In
§ 5, he presents a social function4 that judgments of taste
have, and how disinterest plays an important part of that
function. However, before I can elaborate on that, I must
explain what Kant means with the terms “agreeable” and
“good”. This will also enlighten the meaning of disinterest.
Must there be a unique type of judgment? The agreeable and the good
Judgments of taste, the agreeable and the good all have in
common that they have some feeling attached to them.
The feeling is a satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Beauty, the
agreeable and the good are all claims of satisfaction. The
agreeable (das Angenehme) is the name Kant gives for that
which is personally satisfying. The good is really just good
actions, where the relevant satisfaction is the feeling that
provokes said action.
Kant frequently compares the agreeable and the good,
not just with beauty, but also with each other. The descriptions of the agreeable and the good provide two instances
of why judgments of taste cannot be interested, i.e. be based on interested pleasure. If, in addition, these two are all
the other kinds of judgment that there are (which have feelings attached to them), then there is no circumstance in
which judgments of taste can be interested. The way I have
presented it, interest is the reason judgments of the agreeable and the good cannot serve as judgments of taste. But
Kant might also make use of the notions of “agreeable”
and “good” in order to define interest (and disinterest).
For judgments of taste to be both universal and based
on feelings, it must be possible for feelings to, in some
circumstances, have universal validity. If judgments of
taste were based on feelings, and feelings were private,
then beauty could not provide a ground for a judgment
that everyone should make, but only single individuals for
themselves. Kant disagrees with this sentiment, but not
just pertaining to judgments of taste. For if one makes the
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assumption that all feelings are private, then moral judgments would be impossible because they would lose their
claim to universality. Moral sentiments would be just like
inclinations: “Some people like to be nice, some to be cruel” would have the same moral status as “some people like
sweet, some sour”. At least, this is what it means for Kant:
In the end, how [our faculties] achieve [gratification] does not matter at all, and since the choice
of means alone can make a difference here, people
could certainly blame one another for foolishness
and incomprehension, but never for baseness and
malice: for all of them, each seeing things his own
way, would be after one goal, which for everyone is
gratification. (5:206, my italics)
Gratification, the pleasure one seeks from agreeable experiences, has nothing to do with moral reasoning. It is a
private satisfaction.
The way moral judgments are universal is from being
based on concepts. Concepts are objective, which means
that they are also universal. Kant’s basis for the universality
of moral judgments is vast, and I’m not going to delve into
Kant’s moral philosophy here. Anyways, to say that there
is no reason to believe that feelings have some universal
validity, is for Kant tantamount to saying that there is no
evidence for the universality of moral. So, there should, at
least in a moral sense, be reason to believe that judgments
of taste can be universal and based on feelings.
If all feelings have universal validity, there would still
be a difference between judgments of taste and the agreeable. Agreeable objects satisfy a need or a want. For example, when I drink a glass of water to quench my thirst.
In this scenario, and in all these kinds of scenarios, I am
indifferent towards what judgment others would make.
Therefore, judgments of the agreeable are not universal,
and that is why judgments of the agreeable do not qualify as judgments of taste. You could say: There would be
no problem with the agreeable if everyone always felt the
same, because everyone would always agree, therefore it
would be universal. But that is not the point. It is not
important that people are differently inclined, what matters is the indifference. It is simply not important to us
whether other people would feel the same; we make no
claim to universality. That is the problem with the agreeable. It is very intuitive: Think of how absurd it would be
if every pleasure you felt was something you insisted that
everyone had to agree with.
To clarify disinterest, Kant explains the agreeable in
18
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terms of interest. As mentioned with the case of the bonfire, interest occurs when the existence of something makes
a difference in regard to what we feel and think about it.
We derive pleasure from the agreeable as a thing, not just
the way it is. We want it, or something similar, like if I
want a soda. That is not what a judgment of taste is, which
is only concerned with the “mere representation”, i.e. my
experience of it as independent of its existence.
It is also necessary for Kant to distinguish the beautiful and the good. Kant needs to distinguish the beautiful and the good without making beauty lose its claim to
universality, since that was how it was distinguished from
the agreeable. As opposed to the agreeable, judgments
about the good both can and in fact do make claims to
universality, because they are based on concepts, which
are objective and therefore also universal. And that is also
the problem, because judgments of taste are not based on
concepts. Kant writes: “Flowers, free designs, lines aimlessly intertwined in each other under the name of foliage, signify nothing, do not depend on any determinate
concept, and yet please.” (5:207). There are pleasures not
based on concepts, at least not determinate concepts, just
like the agreeable, but at the same time not entirely based
on sensation either. Think about lying down on the grass
and staring up at the clouds. It is pleasing how the clouds
sometimes look like something, but not because you are
looking for anything in particular. It is a pleasure related
to concepts, but no concept in particular, and at the same
time you need the sensation of the clouds to derive the
pleasure. This kind of sensation of clouds is the “mere representation” of clouds. So, there are judgments not entirely dependent on sensation and not entirely on concepts,
but somehow both, and these are judgments of taste.
Kant also explains the good in terms of disinterest. He
distinguishes between the morally good, which is good in
itself, and the useful, which is good for something other
than itself.5 The satisfaction derived from the useful is a
desire for something to happen as a means to a goal. The
satisfaction derived from the morally good is similarly a
desire for a goal, but it is different because it is not a desire
for something else, only itself. This is the nature of the
will. Where the useful is desired as means to something
else, the will is a desire for the good, which is a concept
that springs from the ’willing’ subject through rational
thinking. Neither are disinterested, i.e. independent of
the existence of their objects, because they both desire the
existence of something.
In the end, both the agreeable and the good are tied
to some interest, whereas the judgment of beauty needs
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to be free. So how can judgments of beauty be made? As
shown, it would have to be as its own kind of judgment,
independent of the other two.
Why is the judgment of taste important? The unbound
and exclusively human judgment
Why is Kant concerned with judgments of taste? Should
one be concerned with them? I have previously mentioned
that the importance of disinterest only seemed to be about
accuracy. But with the descriptions of the agreeable and
the good, the importance suddenly expands. The satisfaction derived from beauty is the only form of satisfaction
that is free. And from that, we can find the importance
of disinterest: The judgment of taste is at the heart of our
feeling of humanity.
The judgment of taste is a result of contemplative – or,
if you will, dreamlike – interaction with objects, free from
every interest – including itself (which the morally good
is bound by). This makes it unique compared to that of
the agreeable and the good. My chart, Fig.1, shows how
not only the feelings belonging to the different kinds of
judgment are different from each other, but also the representations and the relations between the representations
and the feelings. Note that even though it looks like three
Venn-diagrams below each other, yellow (in the middle) is
never a mix of red and blue. This is to signify that although
the judgment of taste shares most of its properties with
either that of the agreeable or the good, it is unique. The
chart can also be read as three pairs of opposing crescent
moons, where the judgment of taste fills the gap in the
middle. This would signify that the judgment of taste fills
the negative space between that of the agreeable and the
good – it is defined as what the others are not. However,
the main reason I present the judgments this way is that it
symbolizes how judgments of taste are a particularly human endeavor. In Kant’s own words:
Agreeable is that which everyone calls what gratifies him; beautiful, what merely pleases him;
good, what is esteemed, approved, i.e., that on
which he sets an objective value. Agreeableness is
also valid for nonrational animals; beauty is valid only for human beings, i.e., animal, but also
rational beings, but not merely as the latter (e.g.,
spirits), rather as beings who are at the same time
animal; the good, however, is valid for every rational being in general … (5:210)
Agreeableness is something we share with animals, and the

Fig. 1: A chart of the relationships between representations
and their feelings.

good is something we share with purely rational beings
(like “spirits”, i.e. angels). But judgments of taste can only
be made by something with both the ability of conceptualization and the ability of deriving satisfaction from
representations of objects. Only human beings can play
around in the space between the agreeable and the good.
But if you don’t believe in purely rational beings and therefore also the unique role humans have in the hierarchy
of lifeforms, what makes taste so unique? The social function of beauty still stands, because the universality springs
from the common awareness of disinterest: If my judgment of taste is not based on personal inclination, then
no-one else’s is either. The awareness of the fact that there
is no reason for people to disagree in a judgment of taste
makes it apparent to everyone that the judgment of taste
Erik løvhaugen
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is universal. And the notion that animals can also have
the ability of conceptualization, that human beings are not
unique in this aspect, just means that we may share some
of our taste with some animals.
It is this common ground Thierry de Duve points at
when he insists that judgments of taste (or of art, in his
contemporary scenario) are claims of humanity. He writes: “Kant has once and for all fathomed the depth of
aesthetic disagreements among humans: they are tantamount to a denial of the other party’s humanity” (de Duve
2004/2010, 7). De Duve relates this to the sensus communis, which I will not get into, but it is already part of the
equation here, where Kant only talks about what a theory
of aesthetics needs to give the grounds for.
The challenge
As I mentioned early on, the different properties of the
judgment of taste are not just a description, but necessary conditions for what a theory on the judgment of taste
needs to be able to explain. This challenge is presented in
clear terms at the beginning of § 8:
The universality of the satisfaction is represented in
a judgment of taste only as subjective.
This particular determination of an aesthetic judgment that can be found in a judgment of
taste is something remarkable, not indeed for the
logician, but certainly for the transcendental philosopher, the discovery of which calls for no little
effort on his part, but which also reveals a property
of our faculty of cognition that without this analysis would have remained unknown. (5:213)
Put simply, the task is to find a property of our faculty of
cognition that allows for subjective judgments to be universally valid. Why did I explain all the other properties,
when Kant only mentions subjective universality here?
The reason is that subjective universality is at the heart
of the judgment of taste. All the other properties can be
derived from it and be supported by it.
The task of providing the origin of subjective universality is not trivial. Although I have not yet made it clear, I
have already mentioned the reason for this. Since neither
sensations nor concepts alone can be grounds for subjective universality, a whole new faculty of mind needs to
be established. That could hardly be easy. The method of
achieving this also functions as an extension of the list of
properties previously mentioned.
The process of establishing the origin of the judgments
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beginner’s guide to kant’s aesthetics

of taste rests on subjective universality. Such a universality
is not objective, it only relates validity to feelings. Since it
cannot rest on objective universality, this subjective universality must be established as a special kind. And, because the judgment does not rest on objective concepts,
but concepts that come from the free play in the mind in
relation to the representation of one object, judgments are
only made about one object at a time, i.e. they are singular
judgments. That also means that there are no a priori rules
when it comes to beauty, only the rules established by the
one object, i.e. aesthetically grounded logic. The only universal claim in a judgment of taste is that everyone should
feel the same way about some object. All these aspects are
derived from the necessity of subjective universality.
All the properties listed in the beginning can also be
derived from the necessity of subjective universality. First,
since the good is not subjective and the agreeable is not
universal, judgments that are similar to those of the good
and the agreeable cannot be subjectively universal. Second,
subjective universality is also impossible if the judgments
are made with regard for anything being at stake, i.e. interest, because interest involves either the agreeable or the
good. Lastly, subjective universality is impossible unless
the judgments are free from the bounds of interest. So,
everything traces back to the establishment of subjective
universality.
Finale: Dealing with the challenge
As mentioned in the introduction, I don’t have an opinion
to share; there was no “point” to this paper.6 Instead, I set
out to understand and explain a limited amount of text,
namely §§ 1–8 in Kant’s third Critique, and did so by presenting the necessary conditions for the aesthetic power
of judgment, and answer the questions I set out in the
preamble. For Kant, the next step is to provide a theory
that can account for these conditions. I thank the reader
for taking the journey with me so far, and encourage them
to continue on their own. Here is a teaser:
After providing the demands for a theory on the judgment of taste, Kant immediately presents his suggestion,
which is that the faculties of cognition are in a state of free
play in relation to the representation of an object, and that
it is the common agreement between everyone who takes part in such an activity that makes the judgment have
universal validity. More on that can be found in § 9 and
beyond. Good luck!
Finally, the complete list of necessary conditions for
a judgment of taste is as follows: Judgments of taste are
(1) different from those of the good and (2) the agreeable;
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(3) made without regard for anything being at stake; (4)
not objective; but (5) subjective; (6) held to be valid for
everyone by whoever is making the judgment; (7) free; (8)
special; (9) singular; (10) based on aesthetically grounded
logic; (11) a justifiable expectation of the confirmation of
others. Lastly, (although this could arguably be excluded)
(12) we can know for ourselves that we are making a correct judgment of taste by disregarding the feeling of the
agreeable and the good, and focus on what is left.
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NOTES

Fig. 2: The object becomes a representation which is in a
state of free play in the mind until a concept emerges and a
judgement is made.

1
Standard citations for Kant is the volume (“5”) and page number
(“212”) of their appearance in the Academy edition of Kant’s gesammelte Schriften. This is given in the margin of the translation, and most
translations.
2
“Unbiased” is my term, not Kant’s.
3
Kant, however, does not usually talk about artworks in the context
of judging beauty. The objects he has in mind are usually objects from
nature, although in this particular context, in § 2, he describes some
different ways to be dissatisfied at the sight of a palace, which do not
qualify as judgments of taste.
4
The phrase “social function” is borrowed from Thierry de Duve, “Why
Kant Got It Right” p. 8. It is not Kant’s term.
5
Commonly referred to as the “intrinsically good” and the “instrumentally good”, respectively.
6
Which is, by the way, very appropriate, given the topic.
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