RS ee O
The University of Tehran Press

FALSAFEH

Online ISSN: 2716-974X

https://jop.ut.ac.ir

The Contrast of Form with Aesthetic Ideas in the Critique of Judgment

Ali Salmani®

Associate Professor, department of philosophy of art, faculty of art and architecture, Bu-Ali Sina university, Hamedan, Iran.

Email: salmani@basu.ac.ir

Article Info

Avrticle Type:
Research Article

(111-131)
Avrticle History:
Received:

29 September 2023

In Revised Form:
06 March 2024

Accepted:
05 May 2024

Published online:
16 March 2025

Keywords:

Abstract

Form is one of the challenging terms in the Kant's Critique of Judgment. In
his Critique of Pure Reason, he discusses in the transcendental aesthetics of
form in relation to a priori conditions of intuition, i.e. time and place. In
fact, the temporal and spatial arrangement of sensory intuitions is called
form. In Critique of Judgment, Kant considers form to be the most
important beautifying factor in aesthetic judgment and introduces terms
such as design and composition as its synonyms. It is quite clear that the
form presented in the third minute is the same form presented in the
transcendental aesthetics in the Critique of Pure Reason. On the other hand,
in Kant's sudden turn under the discussion of genius and beautiful art, the
content of artistic works or aesthetic ideas becomes more important. In this
way, a kind of inconsistency can be seen in the issues raised in the Critique
of Judgment. Some commentators believe that a kind of change of
perspective is observed in Kant's aesthetics due to the failure to justify the
universal validity of the aesthetic judgment. On the other hand, some other
commentators believe that by presenting a new and comprehensive
definition of form in Kant's aesthetics, it is possible to reconcile the two
apparently incompatible parts of Kant's Critique of Judgment. After
examining the commentaries, it was found that Alison's view is more
justified compared to other views. According to Allison, the form is the
arrangement of sensible data in such a way as to create a free harmony of
imagination and understanding.
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Introduction

The concept of form is particularly challenging in Kant’s aesthetic theory because it occupies a pivotal
role in both his earlier Critique of Pure Reason and the Critique of Judgment, yet it appears to undergo
significant development and reinterpretation between the two works. The tension between Kant’s
conceptualization of form and his introduction of aesthetic ideas under the category of genius and fine
art has led to various interpretative challenges, with scholars divided on whether Kant maintains a
consistent aesthetic theory or whether he subtly shifts his perspective to account for the subjective
universality of aesthetic judgments.

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant elaborates on the role of form within the framework of
transcendental aesthetics. He defines form as an a priori condition of intuition, particularly in relation
to space and time. Space and time, as pure forms of sensible intuition, structure all human experience
and provide the necessary conditions for perceiving and organizing empirical reality. Within this
framework, form is understood as the structural arrangement of sensory intuitions according to these
fundamental conditions. The idea that form is preconditioned by the mind underscores Kant’s
commitment to transcendental idealism, in which the structure of experience is not derived from
empirical reality itself but rather from the innate faculties of human cognition.

Main Body

When Kant turns to aesthetics in the Critique of Judgment, he reintroduces the notion of form in a
different, though related, capacity. Here, form becomes the primary determinant of beauty in aesthetic
judgment. Kant argues that form, understood in terms of design and composition, is the central feature
that elicits a disinterested pleasure in the judgment of beauty. This pleasure arises not from the
object’s purpose, concept, or function, but from the free play of the faculties of imagination and
understanding as they engage with the object’s form. The appreciation of form in aesthetic judgment,
therefore, does not depend on any conceptual or cognitive determination, which aligns with Kant’s
insistence that beauty is a matter of subjective universality.

However, a tension emerges when Kant shifts his focus to the role of aesthetic ideas and the
function of genius in artistic creation. In this later section of the Critique of Judgment, Kant moves
beyond a purely formalist account of beauty and introduces a deeper engagement with content. He
argues that the highest form of artistic beauty is not merely formal but also involves the expression of
aesthetic ideas - representations that suggest more than what can be conceptually determined. These
aesthetic ideas are generated by the creative genius, who is capable of producing works that inspire
thought beyond determinate cognition. Unlike natural beauty, which is judged solely by its form,
artistic beauty is characterized by its capacity to convey a richness of meaning that transcends direct
conceptual articulation.

This apparent shift from form to content introduces a potential inconsistency within Kant’s
aesthetic framework. While Kant initially prioritizes form as the essence of aesthetic judgment, his
discussion of aesthetic ideas and artistic genius seems to elevate content as a central aspect of artistic
appreciation. This has led some commentators to argue that Kant’s aesthetic theory undergoes a
change of perspective, possibly as a response to the difficulty of justifying the universal validity of
aesthetic judgments. Since Kant’s initial claim is that aesthetic judgment is based on a subjective yet
universally communicable experience, the introduction of aesthetic ideas - whose interpretation may
be more variable - poses a challenge to the coherence of his system.

Several scholars have attempted to reconcile this tension by proposing a more comprehensive
understanding of form within Kant’s aesthetics. Among these interpretations, Henry Allison’s
perspective is particularly compelling. Allison argues that form, rather than being a rigidly defined
concept limited to spatial and temporal arrangement, should be understood as the organization of
sensible data in a way that facilitates the free harmony of imagination and understanding. In this view,
form is not merely an abstract or geometric structure but encompasses the dynamic interplay of
perceptual and cognitive faculties that give rise to aesthetic appreciation. This broader definition
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allows for a more seamless integration of Kant’s discussions of natural beauty, artistic beauty, and
aesthetic ideas.

By adopting Allison’s interpretation, it becomes possible to see Kant’s aesthetics as maintaining an
underlying coherence. The formal qualities of an artwork or natural object provide the conditions for
aesthetic appreciation by engaging the faculties in a harmonious interplay. However, in the case of
artistic beauty, this formal engagement is further enriched by the presence of aesthetic ideas, which
stimulate thought beyond mere formal recognition. Rather than representing a fundamental
contradiction, Kant’s shift from form to aesthetic ideas can be understood as an expansion of his initial
theory to account for the unique dimensions of artistic expression. In this way, the Critique of
Judgment maintains its central premise—that aesthetic judgment is rooted in the subjective play of
cognitive faculties—while accommodating the depth and richness of artistic experience.

Moreover, this interpretation aligns with Kant’s broader epistemological commitments. In the
Critique of Pure Reason, Kant is primarily concerned with the conditions that make knowledge
possible, and form is treated in strictly transcendental terms as a necessary condition for experience. In
the Critique of Judgment, however, Kant shifts his focus to the subjective experience of beauty and the
way in which aesthetic judgment operates independently of conceptual determination. By extending
the notion of form to include the structuring of aesthetic experience, Kant provides a unified
framework that accounts for both the immediacy of aesthetic pleasure and the deeper engagement
evoked by artistic genius.

Ultimately, the contrast between form and aesthetic ideas in the Critique of Judgment should not be
seen as a contradiction but rather as a dialectical development within Kant’s aesthetic thought. The
formalist emphasis in the first part of the Critique of Judgment establishes the foundation for aesthetic
judgment, while the discussion of genius and aesthetic ideas expands this foundation to encompass the
richness of artistic creativity. By interpreting form in a more comprehensive manner, as suggested by
Allison, it becomes possible to reconcile these seemingly disparate aspects of Kant’s theory and
appreciate the Critique of Judgment as a cohesive and sophisticated exploration of aesthetic
experience.

Conclusion

Kant’s discussion of form in the Critique of Judgment presents a complex and evolving account of
aesthetic experience. While form is initially treated as the primary determinant of beauty, the later
introduction of aesthetic ideas and the role of genius in artistic creation suggests a broader, more
nuanced understanding of aesthetic appreciation. The apparent inconsistency in Kant’s aesthetic theory
has been the subject of extensive scholarly debate, with some commentators viewing it as a shift in
perspective and others attempting to reconcile the different aspects of his argument. Among these
interpretations, Allison’s perspective offers a particularly compelling resolution, proposing that form
should be understood not merely as a static structure but as the dynamic organization of perceptual and
cognitive faculties that enable aesthetic judgment. By adopting this broader definition, it becomes
possible to integrate Kant’s discussions of natural and artistic beauty into a unified framework, thereby
preserving the coherence of the Critique of Judgment as a foundational work in aesthetic philosophy.
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