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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation, I argue for a novel interpretation of Kant’s faculty of the 

imagination. In addition to providing the prepared sensible manifold, I contend that the 

imagination also demonstrates a formal capacity – the ability to provide its own 

lawfulness. This position I term the ‘Dual Role of the Imagination,’ as a faculty capable 

of providing both form and content. Although the imagination’s products remain 

determined by the understanding in regular cognition, I demonstrate that aesthetic 

judgments provide instances where the imagination provides its own lawfulness inspired 

by beautiful objects in nature and fine art. These beautiful objects, when interacting with 

the free imagination engaged in harmonious play represent distinct points where nature 

demonstrates certain rational signs, thereby providing opportunity for the imagination to 

shape its own forms that demonstrate the possibility of rationality within an otherwise 

disinterested nature. That is, beautiful objects give the imagination the occasion to reflect 

on and produce a view of nature as if rationally ordered, or in accord with Kant’s 

principle of purposiveness. To fully grasp the value of aesthetic judgment within Kant’s 

Critical framework, I argue, the imagination must be seen in its formal capacity since 

only a faculty capable of forming its own lawfulness that also remains tied to sensibility 

can bridge the gap between nature and reason. Therefore, this project serves as a defense 

of the imagination as a formal faculty towards the end of bridging the ‘incalculable gulf’ 

Kant indicates in the introduction to the Critique of the Power of Judgment.  

In addition to the historical research, I turn to contemporary scholarship on Kant 

in terms of his aesthetics and its value to his theory of cognition. There are two prevailing 

approaches to Kantian aesthetics in contemporary scholarship – the cognitive approach 
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and the interpretive approach. In the cognitive approach, aesthetics is viewed in terms of 

its value to future cognitions. That is, aesthetic judgments are useful insofar as they either 

deepen future cognitions, provide new connections for our cognitions, or reveal sensible 

content that goes beyond our existing cognitions. Most proponents of the cognitive 

approach have little to say about the power of the imagination within Kant’s 

transcendental framework, seeing it as an appendage to our conceptual faculty, the 

understanding. This provides a deflationary reading of the imagination since its products 

are only relevant to cognition and are not necessarily considered the results of a free and 

independent faculty. 

The interpretive approach favors an expanded view of the imagination, allowing it 

to exist free from the determination of the understanding in cases of aesthetic judgment. 

Supporters of this view consider the products of the imagination as exceeding regular 

cognition and opening new fields of knowledge beyond what we commonly experience. 

Examples of these new fields include the political, societal, historical, and aesthetic – 

domains of knowledge we may consider to be of a different kind than yielded through 

common cognition. While expanding the imagination, I argue that this view is needlessly 

inflationary, providing far more avenues for inquiry than Kant intended for the 

imagination. That is, while the imagination can demonstrate the possibility of nature as 

rationally ordered, and thereby span the gulf between nature and reason, this perspective 

is merely one amongst many possible perspectives. It does not privilege or emphasize a 

view that Kant clearly intended for his aesthetics. Further, I argue, that this expansion of 

the imagination risks severing it into two distinct faculties, since it requires a hard 

division between its activities in the First Critique and Third Critique. 
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This dissertation provides a moderate path between the two prevailing approaches 

in Kantian scholarship. I seek to offer a reading of the imagination in its dual role within 

Kant’s transcendental framework. Rather than limiting the imagination’s aesthetic 

activities to cognition or expanding its capacities to obscure their true value, I focus on 

strengthening the connection between aesthetic judgment and its place as a bridge 

between nature and reason. I do this through the imagination as a formal, as well as 

sensible, faculty. On one hand, the imagination maintains its position as a faculty capable 

of touching the sensible world. On the other, it is capable of forming its own lawfulness 

inspired by this connection through natural and artistic beauty. As such, it is the 

imagination that is shown to be key to achieving Kant’s goal of the Third Critique, 

bridging the ‘incalculable gulf’ – opening a view of nature as amenable to our rational 

ends. 
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PREFACE 

KANT AND THE DUAL ROLE OF THE IMAGINATION: CONTENT, FORM, AND 

JUDGMENTS OF BEAUTY 

The role of the imagination within Kant’s Critical framework and its value as a 

faculty alongside the understanding and reason has remained an open question in Kant 

scholarship. Despite this ongoing evaluation of the imagination, there are several features 

of this faculty that serve as a ground for any investigation into this particular aspect of 

Kant’s transcendental framework. First, the imagination is most immediately recognized 

in its role in the synthesis of sense data for the concepts of the understanding. That is, 

Kant clearly intended the imagination to bear a close relationship with the faculty of the 

understanding. Second, the imagination retains a certain connection to sensibility, which 

is seen not only in its ability to prepare sense material for conceptual application but also 

its role in aesthetic judgment, which is primarily sensible as a felt reaction to beauty and 

the sublime. Finally, as demonstrated in Kant’s treatment of aesthetic and teleological 

judgments, there is a connection between the imagination and reason. What these features 

of the imagination suggest is a broader ‘Doctrine of the Faculties’ at work within Kant’s 

Critical system – a doctrine that requires an analysis of the relationships between 

understanding, reason, and the imagination1. 

 
1 Here I am using Gilles Deleuze’s conception of the ‘Doctrine of the Faculties’ as a way of 

unifying Kant’s three Critiques. Deleuze considers of two, related, ways that faculties can be understood. 1) 
There are faculties of mind defined by their relations to representations, object, and subject. Faculties in the 
1st sense are the ‘faculty of knowledge,’ ‘faculty of desire,’ and ‘feeling pleasure and pain.’ 2) There are 
faculties that serve as sources for representations. Respective of the faculties in the 1st sense, these are the 
understanding, reason, and the imagination. See Deleuze, 1984. Unless specifically noted, I will be 
speaking of faculties in the 2nd sense. 
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That Kant intends for this relationship to be neither static nor uniform across the 

Critiques is clear. Each Critique offers a different orientation of the faculties. That is, the 

relationship between understanding, reason, and the imagination will differ in the uses of 

pure reason, practical reason, and judgment. Further, it is important to note that while 

each faculty provides a certain legislative role2, this does not mean that the other faculties 

cease to be useful, or have no role to play under the direction of another faculty; rather, 

each faculty maintains a particular and irreducible character regardless of its use in pure 

reason, practical reason, or judgment. As Deleuze explains, “In each Critique 

understanding, reason and the imagination enter into various relationships under the 

chairmanship of one of these faculties. There are thus systematic variations in the 

relationship between faculties, depending on which interest of reason we consider”3. Key 

to understanding Kant’s transcendental project are the orientations between the faculties 

since they and their relation to each other are the sources of our representations. As such, 

this recognition provides a way to not only work through each particular Critique, which 

is a benefit in itself, but it also sheds light on an important unifying thread across all three 

texts and brings forward the full value of Kant’s project. 

I. Background 

With this broad sketch, we can begin to consider the specific issue of this project, 

the role of the imagination within Kant’s Critical framework. As suggested earlier, an 

analysis of the relation between the faculties is key to not only understanding each 

Critique in an individual sense, but also developing a unifying thread between all three 

 
2 For the present sake of simplicity, I will set aside the peculiar case of the imagination, which will 

be focus of this entire work. 
 

3 Deleuze, 1984, 10. 
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texts as well. Therefore, the role of the imagination takes an eminent position as one of 

three faculties that forms the foundation for the transcendental project. And here is where 

we run into a significant problem – the status of the imagination in relation to the 

faculties of the understanding and reason is not immediately clear in either Kant’s own 

works or subsequent scholarship dealing with the faculties. Difficulties in treating the 

imagination, despite its importance to the transcendental project, largely arise out of two 

related sources, both of which are within Kant’s own writing: 1) The differing treatments 

of the imagination in the A-Deduction and B-Deduction, and 2) The apparent difference 

between the imagination in the first Critique and the third Critique. Although each 

receives significant attention in the body of this work, I will go over each briefly to set up 

both the problems of the Kantian imagination and the path forward to better grasping the 

role of the imagination across Kant’s Critical framework. 

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant presents the functions of the understanding 

and the imagination in the Transcendental Deduction. Stated briefly, the Deduction’s goal 

is to demonstrate how the heterogenous features of experience, namely sense data and 

concepts, can by synthesized into a unified and intelligible experience. This, as suggested 

by the above description of the doctrine of the faculties, is achieved through the 

combined activities of the imagination and the understanding. However, between Kant’s 

two editions of the Transcendental Deduction there is a significant difference in the 

treatment of the imagination, which has led to a fair amount of difficulty in analyzing the 

functions of the faculty in reference to his greater philosophic framework. In the earlier 

A-Edition, the imagination is presented as an independent, synthetic faculty that grounds 

the ability to homogenize sense data and our concepts in a way that makes experience 
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possible. That is, the imagination is given specific capacities that are irreducible to either 

of the other faculties, in this particular case the understanding. However, in the later B-

Edition, there is a shift in emphasis from the imagination as an independent faculty to one 

whose synthetic abilities are solely in service to the understanding4. In terms of the more 

general picture provided by the doctrine of the faculties, the question becomes, does the 

imagination have its own irreducible capacities or are its activities simply as a 

handmaiden of the understanding? The impact of this question, as we will see, is 

determined by which edition is taken as the authority on the imagination. 

As a result of the difficulties in interpreting the role of the imagination in the first 

Critique, similar difficulties can be found in elucidating the role of the imagination in the 

third Critique, where its activities serve the power of judgment. Of particular relevance to 

the doctrine of the faculties is the relationship between the imagination and reason in 

aesthetic and teleological judgement. That is, while the main focus on the imagination in 

Critique of Pure Reason was its relationship with the understanding, we can recognize 

the relation between imagination and reason playing a prominent role in the Critique of 

the Power of Judgment. Set out in this manner, we see the division of the A-Edition and 

B-Edition come into sharp relief. If, as the B-Edition implies, the imagination’s functions 

are strictly in the service of the understanding, it is a question of what orientation the 

imagination can have with the faculty of reason. One approach emphasizes the 

understanding for aesthetic and teleological judgment, since the imagination is a 

subservient to this faculty. Another approach is to accept the relationship as it appears in 

the third Critique as one between imagination and reason; however, this begs the question 

 
4 See Chapter 3 for the full explanation of the difference between the A-Deduction and B-

Deduction in reference to the imagination. 
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regarding the vast difference in the role of the imagination across the two Critiques. That 

is, the imagination is, on one hand, necessarily subservient to the understanding, and, on 

the other, capable of independent interaction with the faculty of reason in cases of 

aesthetic and teleological judgment. In short, given the second option, it seems as though 

the imagination is simply not the same faculty in the third Critique as it is in the first 

Critique. 

These two options broadly encompass contemporary scholarship on the Kantian 

imagination in terms of aesthetic judgment. The first approach, which emphasizes the 

understanding, has the effect of making aesthetic judgments valuable only in reference to 

cognition5. That is, the purpose of these judgments is to aid in expanding the possibilities 

of future cognition. Prominent holders of this view are, among others, Hannah Ginsborg, 

Henry Allison, and Paul Guyer6. The understanding, as seen in the ‘Deduction’ of the 

first Critique, is the primary, or legislative, faculty for cognition. So, it comes as little 

surprise that any approach which reduces the functions of the imagination to merely those 

of the understanding’s handmaiden would see the activities of the imagination in the third 

Critique as furthering the results of the understanding’s chairmanship in cognition.  

Unsurprisingly, the solution to the imagination that releases it from the service of 

the understanding in the third Critique also impacts the status of the imagination within 

Kant’s Critical framework. If the functions of the imagination in the Transcendental 

Deduction are essentially those of the understanding, then it is a wholly different faculty 

 
5 See Chapter 1 for the full explanation of the ‘cognitive approach’ to Kantian aesthetics, in 

particular its treatment of the imagination.  
 
6 For more on each of these scholars’ particular views in terms of the value of aesthetic judgments, 

see Ginsborg, 1997, Allison, 2001, and Guyer, 1979, 1997, and 2005b. 
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that appears in the Critique of the Power of Judgment. That is, the imagination goes from 

an appendage of the understanding to an independent faculty capable of free interaction 

with reason itself. While this allows for a clearer view of the capacities of the 

imagination, it causes a significant rift between the two versions of the imagination, 

thereby jeopardizing the tripartite construction of the faculties that Kant offers as a 

cornerstone of the transcendental method7. This view, which I later term the ‘interpretive 

approach,’ represents an answer to the more prominent cognitive view; however, as seen 

through this brief overview, it entails certain difficulties for the imagination in particular, 

and the overall conception of the doctrine of the faculties, which claims that the key to 

understanding Kant’s transcendental framework lies in mapping out the orientations and 

activities of the transcendental faculties – understanding, reason, and the imagination. 

II. Thesis 

Now we arrive to the discussion of the primary purpose of this work – to utilize 

the beneficial aspects of both the cognitive and interpretive approaches towards a unified 

picture of the imagination. In order to briefly sketch out this approach in reference to 

Kant’s own comments on the imagination and subsequent trends in scholarship, my view 

will take from the cognitive approach the insistence that the functions of the imagination 

remain essentially the same in both the Critique of Pure Reason and The Critique of the 

Power of Judgment. This guarantees its continuation as a single faculty. However, from 

the interpretive view I will utilize the freedom of the imagination to correspond originally 

and irreducibly with reason in cases of aesthetic and teleological judgment. In so doing, I 

 
7 Chapter 2 covers the source and implications of such an approach. The primary defender of this 

view is Rudolph Makkreel. See Makkreel, 1990. 
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will provide a novel interpretation of the imagination that serves as a moderate synthesis 

between the two prevailing trends in scholarship. In reference to Kant’s comments on the 

imagination, the goal of my position will be to present the imagination as a single, 

unified, faculty across the Critical framework. The importance of this goal is that it 

provides an imagination that is independent and irreducible, capable of demonstrating 

systematic relations between the faculties of the understanding and reason as the ground 

for the transcendental method. As such, establishing the activities of the imagination in a 

consistent manner across the Critical framework will serve to bring these vital 

relationships into sharper focus. 

Achieving this picture of the imagination will require a reimagining of its 

activities in both the relevant sections of the first Critique, namely the Transcendental 

Deduction and Schematism, and the third Critique, particularly the sections on aesthetic 

judgment as it relates to beauty and the free play of the faculties8. This reimagining 

provides the central claim of this project – namely, the imagination as an independent, 

formal faculty capable of providing both the form and content to aesthetic judgments – 

or, the dual role of the imagination. Content is the material given by sensibility that is 

prepared for conceptual application. Form is the order given to the prepared sense 

material. To clarify, this means that the imagination continues to provide the schematized 

material of experience that is prepared for conceptual application – the content of the 

judgment. This is in line with the requirements for cognition given Kant’s framework and 

requires little justification. Where this project diverges from contemporary interpretations 

 
8 Here I choose to limit my efforts to these sections of the Critique of the Power Judgment because 

they best represent the direct activities of the imagination in aesthetic judgment. Kant’s sections on the 
sublime, while pertaining to the imagination, are more indirect and better demonstrate the power of reason 
rather than the imagination. 
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of the imagination is that my reading explicitly posits the imagination as also a form-

bringing faculty in aesthetic judgments. That is, the imagination recognizes specific 

forms in nature and fine arts. In response to these forms, the imagination shapes its own 

forms and presents them, in addition to the sensible content, for aesthetic judgment 

towards a view of nature that exceeds our regular, conceptual experience. In this way, 

aesthetic judgment fully reveals the power of the imagination to bring both content and 

form to aesthetic of judgments9. It is this capacity that I term the ‘dual role of the 

imagination.’ 

While this formal capacity comes to the fore in judgments of beauty, I will claim 

in the interest of unity for the imagination, that this formal capacity is also present, albeit 

in a manner determined by the understanding, in its operation in the Critique of Pure 

Reason as well. The central claim of this project serves this end of reconceiving the 

imagination in a unified way since the imagination maintains its essential capacities in all 

of its orientations towards the other two faculties. The difference is the configuration of 

the faculties themselves; however, their essential character remains original and 

irreducible across Kant’s transcendental framework. It further solidifies the point that to 

understand Kant’s transcendental project is to recognize the different orientations and 

activities of its three grounding faculties, one of which is, necessarily, the imagination. 

III. Chapter Overview 

Chapter 1 covers the cognitive approach to Kantian aesthetics, which states that 

the value of aesthetic judgments can only be considered in terms of their ability to aid 

 
9 Contrast this view aesthetic judgment with Karl Ameriks’, where beauty remains an objective 

property within the object. I propose an active, productive imagination that, guided by the forms in nature, 
shapes beautiful experience.  
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future cognitions. Paying particular attention to the role of the imagination where 

possible, this chapter considers three largely cognitive approaches: Hannah Ginsborg’s 

‘precognitive’ approach, Henry Allison’s ‘multicognitive’ approach, and finally Paul 

Guyer’s ‘metacognitive’ approach. While each of these views treats the primary aspects 

of Kantian aesthetics differently, I will demonstrate a unifying theme across their 

interpretations that reduces the value of aesthetic judgments to their cognitive import. 

Ultimately this chapter will demonstrate the inability of this approach to deal with certain 

central aspects of the third Critique, namely the problem of purposiveness. The cognitive 

view represents a significant share of Kantian scholarship on the third Critique as holders 

of this position seek to find an amenable solution to the issues presented in Kant’s 

aesthetics. We can recognize their solutions through a consideration of the faculty of the 

imagination and the overall goal of the cognitive approach, which is that of working the 

functions of the imagination, guided by the understanding, into the third Critique. In this 

way, it serves as a springboard into deeper analysis of Kant’s aesthetics in general and the 

role of the imagination in particular. The general appraisal of these views is that they 

represent a helpful guide to recognizing the role of the imagination within the confines of 

the Critique of Pure Reason. Despite this benefit, however, it will be demonstrated that 

this approach is limited in terms of the larger goals of Kantian aesthetics, to demonstrate 

a bridge between nature and reason, sensibility and morality. 

Chapter 2 offers an analysis of the alternative to the cognitive approach, namely 

the ‘interpretive’ approach, which seeks to expand the value of the imagination within 

Kant’s Critical system by releasing the faculty from its guidance by the understanding. 

From this view we can see a more independent imagination that yields both wider 
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connections between the concepts and deeper ways of interpreting experience. Taking the 

imagination into the realms of the historical, political, and sociological meaning, the 

interpretive approach represents a massive increase in the power of the imagination10. 

Makkreel’s version of the imagination goes beyond the limitations set in the first Critique 

and provides a blueprint for a radical reexamination of the faculty as one not simply in 

the service of the understanding but one capable of irreducible activities in accord with 

the doctrine of the faculties. This interpretive imagination opens the possibilities for its 

analysis as an independent faculty; however, I will argue that there are problematic 

results in accepting Makkreel’s view. First, the incorporation of historical, political, and 

sociological meaning into aesthetic judgments makes the moral connection between 

imagination and reason simply one interpretation amongst many others. I argue that Kant 

intended this moral connection to be the single meaning behind our aesthetic judging. 

Second, as I have suggested earlier, the interpretive imagination is wholly different from 

the imagination under the guidance of the understanding. Without a clear bridge 

connecting this faculty across the Critiques, there appears to be two imaginations – one in 

the service of the understanding and another that is capable of freely interpreting the 

synthesized manifold. I have been clear on the value of a single, unified imagination 

across Kant’s Critical project; therefore, I determine the interpretive approach as 

fundamentally flawed with this possible division of the imagination. 

 
10 Kirk Pillow provides a unique solution to this problem which is also covered in Chapter 2. See 

Pillow, 2006. Recognizing the need for an interpretive faculty, Pillow sets aside the imagination in favor of 
the understanding, thereby making our concepts themselves subject to interpretation. Pillow’s view results 
in clear problems within Kant’s transcendental framework, but it does provide a useful foil to Makkreel’s 
approach and brings to light the need to rely on the imagination as the sole interpretive faculty.  
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Taken together, the first two chapters of this work represent the prevailing 

scholarship on Kant’s aesthetics in general and the faculty of the imagination as a whole. 

While the cognitive and interpretive approaches differ in their approach to the value of 

aesthetic judgments, I argue they arise from the same source – the B-Edition of the 

Transcendental Deduction. Stated briefly, the cognitive approach tries to reconcile 

Kantian aesthetics with the more limited B-Edition imagination while the interpretive 

approach tries to reject the limitations of the B-Edition and form a wholly different 

imagination in aesthetic judgment. Both options have their benefits and their own 

limitations. It is with this view of the B-Edition that the project moves into an analysis of 

the first and third Critiques towards a more amenable picture of the imagination as a 

unified and independent faculty in accord with the doctrine of the faculties. 

Chapter 3 picks up the issue of the imagination in the Critique of Pure Reason 

and the differences between its functions in the A-Edition and B-Edition. Due to the 

preponderance of scholarship on the B-Edition of the Transcendental Deduction, the main 

focus of this chapter will be the A-Edition11. This chapter argues that a more amenable 

picture of the imagination can be provided through the earlier edition of the deduction. In 

particular, the A-Edition imagination better represents an independent faculty with its 

own original and irreducible capacities. Crucial to this goal is the view of the imagination 

ability as a formal faculty in addition to its abilities to synthesize sense material. To be 

brief, I argue that the imagination’s formal capacities are not simply present in later 

 
11 There are, of course, exceptions to this rule where the A-Edition is taken as the authoritative 

edition on the imagination. Perhaps the most well-known example is Heidegger’s analysis of the 
imagination in Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics. Sarah Gibbons also appears to take a more 
sympathetic view towards the A-Deduction in reference to the imagination. See Heidegger, 1990 and 
Gibbons, 1994. 
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depictions of aesthetic judgment; rather, the imagination demonstrates a formal capacity 

as early as the Transcendental Deduction. However, this formal capacity is eclipsed by 

the direction of the understanding in the formation of cognition. That is, the imagination 

presented in the A-Deduction, I argue, is a faculty that not only serves the immediate 

goals of the Deduction, but whose capacities can also be extended to Kant’s 

transcendental project as a whole. This provides a picture of the imagination in terms of 

the goals of the first Critique. Additionally, in service to the idea of a unified faculty 

across a single transcendental method, the imagination in the Deduction and Schematism 

provides a basis for the imagination in Kant’s later work on aesthetic judgments of 

beauty. 

In Chapter 4 we see the connection between the first and third Critiques formed 

by linking the imagination’s formal activities in the Schematism and Kant’s initial 

comments on the power of judgment in the third Critique. This chapter begins by 

connecting the imagination in the Deduction to its activities in the Schematism to serve as 

a springboard into the discussion of the imagination third Critique. There the imagination 

serves as the bridge between cognition and reflective judgment – its formal capacity 

remaining a constant between the orientation of the imagination and understanding in 

cognition and the orientation of the imagination and understanding in reflective 

judgment. The argument is that the imagination in the Schematism demonstrates a formal 

capacity whose products are determined by the understanding. However, in reflective 

judgment, this level of determination is removed, thereby allowing for the free production 

of the imagination. In terms of the imagination as a faculty, the capacities remain 

identical; however, due to a change in the orientation of the faculties, in this case the 
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imagination and understanding, the results of their activities change from cognition to 

reflective judgment. This opens the way to the imagination in the third Critique in its 

formal capacity. Chapter 4 analyzes the critical aspect of aesthetic judgments of beauty in 

terms of the imagination’s dual role, namely harmonious free play. It is my argument in 

this chapter that the imagination’s dual role is amenable to Kant’s conception of the free 

play of the faculties. 

Together Chapters 3 and 4 both serve as the analysis of the imagination as a 

transcendental faculty. They show the imagination as a united faculty capable of its own 

original and irreducible activities through its different orientations with the other 

faculties, in particular the understanding. The analysis provided in these chapters serves 

as the ground for my central claims that the imagination within Kant’s transcendental 

projects maintains a dual capacity to bring both form and content to judgments of beauty. 

Further, this view of the imagination needed to be amenable to not simply the 

imagination and the understanding in cognition, but to the imagination and the 

understanding in reflective judgment so that the faculty maintained its identity as original 

and irreducible across Kant’s transcendental project. As such, Chapters 3 and 4 establish 

the groundwork for later chapters that seek to apply the dual role imagination to more 

particular aspects of Kantian aesthetics – aesthetic ideas, nature, genius, and fine art. 

Chapter 5 begins the section of the project that deals more particularly with the 

imagination and its relationship with reason, whereas earlier chapters focused more on 

the understanding and imagination. However, in the shift towards the value of aesthetic 

judgments, we will see the imagination’s connection with reason come to the fore. As 

such, Chapter 5 will develop this relationship in terms of the dual role of the imagination. 
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The primary argument in this chapter is that over time, Kant develops the imagination 

towards its ultimate relation with the faculty of reason. It traces the functions of the 

imagination from Kant’s ‘pre-Critical’ works to the third Critique through Kant’s 

Anthropology lectures to ground this interpretation of the imagination. It is then argued 

that this progression of the imagination to a formal capacity fits within the transcendental 

framework by examining the particular activities of the imagination in judgments of 

beauty. Of special relevance to my claims will be the imagination’s role in the formation 

of aesthetic ideas. I argue that aesthetic ideas can be best understood through the 

interaction between reason and the imagination in its dual role. With aesthetic ideas as 

the example, this chapter ultimately grounds the viability of Kant’s principle of 

purposiveness – the idea of nature experienced as if rationally ordered – through the dual 

role of the imagination. That is, I argue that the idea of purposiveness can be 

satisfactorily integrated into Kantian aesthetics through a conception of the imagination 

as providing both form and content to judgments of beauty. 

While the previous chapter dealt with nature and the dual role of the imagination, 

Chapter 6 moves onto another specific avenue for judgments of beauty, namely the fine 

arts. Kant’s discussion on beauty and the fine arts centers around the description of 

genius as the cipher of nature, or capable of representing its ineffable meaning through 

artistic expression. A common view of the fine arts in Kantian aesthetics is to hold them 

in a ‘lower’ position compared to the beauty found in nature. Rather than accept this view 

outright, I argue genius serves an important function as a bridge between human 

experience and the indeterminate order of nature. That is, genius as the cipher of nature 

demonstrates the ability of the imagination to formally and sensibly shape the signs of 
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nature’s rational order into a manner that is intelligible to humanity. This picture of 

genius fits my description of the imagination as a formal faculty in addition to its ability 

to shape sense content. Or, genius makes available the special relationship between 

imagination and reason in judgments of beauty; further, through the genius’ use of 

aesthetic ideas in representing this relationship, it also provides a place to analyze the 

imagination in its specific dual role. As such, the activities of genius represent a critical 

aspect to the imagination in its dual role. Therefore, the arguments in Chapter 6 provide 

both a central place for genius in my reading of Kantian aesthetics and establishes a clear 

link between genius and the dual role imagination. 

Broadly speaking, Chapters 5 and 6 serve to show how the imagination interacts 

with reason in judgments of beauty. Towards the general goal of this project, when they 

illustrate is that the imagination is an independent faculty that irreducibly orients itself 

with the other transcendental faculties. That is, the imagination is independently active 

with both the understanding and reason and is not reducible to either of these faculties. 

As such, depending on its particular orientation – either free or determined by another 

faculty – the products of the imagination’s activities will be different. Chapters 5 and 6 

demonstrate the products of the free imagination interacting with the faculty of reason to 

form either beautiful judgments of nature which give us aesthetic ideas as sensible 

representations of rational ideas, or through the use of genius which provide the fine arts 

as sensible expressions of aesthetic ideas. Either way, these chapters demonstrate the 

important role of the imagination in its formal capacity to make these ideas intelligible 

and therefore aesthetically meaningful. 
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Chapter 7 concludes the main sections of the project by taking the relationship 

between the imagination and reason to its limit. This chapter considers the view that takes 

the imagination as simply an iteration of reason – or that the imagination is reason12. This 

is the view expressed by Hegel in Faith and Knowledge. The dissolution of the 

boundaries between the imagination and reason as distinct faculties is what I term the 

‘Hegelian Collapse’; further, this will be an outcome for the imagination that my dual 

role interpretation will seek to avoid. Although this picture of the imagination as reason is 

explicitly stated in Hegel’s philosophy, there are certain areas of Kantian scholarship that 

appear to welcome the possibility to merging the imagination’s activities with those of 

reason. That is, the imagination’s status as an original and irreducible faculty is 

exchanged for the powers of reason, making the imagination independent of sensibility13. 

Such a course would provide the imagination a capacity to form ‘intellectual intuitions,’ 

or intuitions without the component of the sensible manifold. Since I argue that the 

imagination provides both form and content, i.e., a formal and sensible component, to our 

judgments, a view that allows for the formation of intellectual intuitions is at odds with 

my unified picture of the imagination and threatens its status as an independent faculty. 

As such, Chapter 7 is dedicated to showing how the admission of intellectual ideas 

 
12 This is a hypothetical view that serves as a useful foil for the idea that the imagination simply is 

reason. Such a view would result from a strict reading of the B-Deduction, in particular the passages where 
Kant seems to combine the functions of the imagination with those of the understanding. In the B-
Deduction Kant, while describing the understanding’s activity over the sensible manifold, claims the 
understanding acts on our sensible, passive faculties, “[u]nder the designation of a transcendental 
synthesis of the imagination[.]” See Kant, CPR, B153. Further, a footnote on B162 states, “It is one and 
the same spontaneity that, there under the name of imagination and here under the name of the 
understanding, brings combination into the manifold of intuition.” See Ibid., B162, note. 

 
13 Sarah Gibbons in Kant’s Theory of Imagination provides a reading of the imagination that 

moves the activities of the faculty in aesthetic judgment away from sensibility and towards the capacities of 
reason. 
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welcomes the ‘Hegelian Collapse’ and how this dissolution can be avoided through a 

clear recognition of the imagination as a faculty with a dual – formal and sensible – role 

in the formation of judgments.   

IV. Closing Remarks 

In total, this project has the aim of providing a picture of the imagination from its 

synthetic capacities in the Critique of Pure Reason through to its more central role in the 

Critique of the Power of Judgment. Rather than deflate certain aspects of the imagination 

or risk severing one version of the faculty from another, my approach seeks to provide a 

unified and comprehensive interpretation of the imagination. To do this, I argue my 

central thesis of the imagination as a faculty that, in addition to its ability to provide 

sensible content, also has the capacity to shape its own forms, as seen in aesthetic 

judgments of beauty. Achieving this gives us not only a deeper view into the value of 

aesthetics on its own, but it provides a broader conception of the interactions of the 

faculties that serve as grounding for the entire Kantian transcendental project. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE COGNITIVE APPROACH – AESTHETIC JUDGMENT WITHIN 

KANT’S COGNITIVE FRAMEWORK 

 

Kant’s aesthetics has been commented on by the eminent scholars of the field; 

yet, a survey of the literature on the third Critique finds the interpretations of the value 

and role of Kantian aesthetics, and with it features like free harmony and the imagination, 

under a considerable amount of contention. The prevailing trend has been to find a way in 

which Kant’s theory of taste and reflective judgment can be reconciled and incorporated 

into his greater structure of empirical experience or cognition14. Such attention has 

demonstrated that not only does the third Critique represent an integrated aspect of the 

Critical framework, but that aesthetics illuminates the relationship between sensibility 

and the subjective functions of our cognition in general. Although interpretations vary, 

this project has secured a place of value for Kant’s aesthetic theory. However, despite this 

gain in prominence, the approach to incorporate Kant’s aesthetics into his theory of 

experience and cognition has led to problems integrating certain aspects of the third 

Critique.  

It is into this field that this project steps. Before beginning a deeper explanation of 

the claims of this work, it is vital to demonstrate the grounding for this influential 

approach to Kantian aesthetics. This will allow for a number of important positions to be 

 
14 See Aesthetics and Cognition in Kant’s Critical Philosophy, ed. Rebecca Kukla, 2006. The 

premise of this collection of essays is to demonstrate the various ways in which Kant scholarship has tried 
to incorporate his aesthetics into his cognitive structure. While I do not believe the cognitive approach is as 
endemic as Kukla suggests, clearly there is an influential trend in interpreting the third Critique in this 
manner. Although Kukla’s volume does not make the same distinctions as I do between the various 
approaches to Kantian aesthetics, it recognizes the same trend to incorporate Kant’s third Critique within 
the cognitive and epistemological framework of the first Critique. 
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made. First, it will demonstrate that the issue of Kant’s aesthetics is far from settled, 

despite the numerous and prominent voices that have contributed to the debate. Second, it 

will show that the avenues for investigating even the cognitive features of aesthetic 

judgments are diverse, ranging from very strict readings of aesthetics into the framework 

of the first Critique, to more expansive readings of free harmony and our ability to 

conceptually stamp synthesized sense material. Third, this chapter will be more than a 

literature review of existing works; rather, it will be the space for this project to articulate 

specific successes, criticisms, and limitations of the overall cognitive project as it relates 

to aesthetic judgment broadly speaking, and of free harmony and the imagination in 

particular. Finally, an investigation of the existing literature on more cognitive 

approaches will provide a conceptual foundation for alternative approaches to Kantian 

aesthetics, like the one adopted by this project. That is, despite the shortcomings of the 

various cognitive approaches, any view seeking to refine or reorient the claims of the 

third Critique must consider the important work done by this particular reading of Kant’s 

aesthetic theory. 

Broadly speaking, the cognitive approach maintains a commitment to 

incorporating aesthetic judgment within the framework of the first Critique. Otherwise 

stated, those who adopt the cognitive view see the fundamental structures of cognition, 

namely the orientation of the faculties for cognition, at work within aesthetic judgment. 

The principles of the cognitive approach can be broadly reduced to these two features: (1) 

the justification of the normative claims of aesthetic judgments through their cognitive 

structure; and, (2) the reduction of aesthetic judgment into the service of cognitive aims. 

(1) is the claim that aesthetic judgment, since it shares the same structure as cognition, 
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finds its claims grounded in the same manner. (2) states, as a result of (1), that aesthetic 

experience, while not itself cognition, is seen as supplementary to our cognitive 

processes. That is, aesthetic judgments are considered valuable in that they can aid future 

cognition by expanding our concepts, revealing connections between our concepts, or by 

revealing something about the process of conceptual application itself. 

This chapter contains four sections, the first three representing different 

approaches that follow the main principles of the cognitive project. Key proponents of 

this view are Hannah Ginsborg, Henry Allison, and Paul Guyer. While each sees the 

function of imagination and free play in aesthetic judgments differently, all share the 

common features incorporating Kantian aesthetics into his system of cognition and 

valuing aesthetic judgments in terms of our ability to form cognitions. To provide a 

landscape of the cognitive approach and to show the largely contentious status of 

harmonious free play within Kant’s aesthetics, this chapter will cover Ginsborg’s 

precognitive reading in Section 1.1, Allison’s multicognitive view in Section 1.2, and 

Guyer’s attempt to reconcile the different cognitive approaches with his metacognitive 

interpretation in Section 1.315. In addition, I will repeatedly touch on my criticism of the 

overall approach by looking at Kant’s idea of how the purposiveness of nature is 

supposed to be revealed in aesthetic experience16. I will contend that each cognitive view 

uniquely struggles with these ideas in the third Critique. However, I ultimately claim that 

 
15 The ‘precognitive’, ‘multicognitive’, and ‘metacognitive’ terminology is sourced from Guyer, 

2005b. 
 
16 I specify purposiveness these sections in anticipation of later chapters’ work on the imagination. 

That is, purposiveness represents a specific problem for the cognitive approach that a more robust account 
of the imagination as a faculty can overcome. 
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these struggles are a result of the shared principles of the cognitive approach, leading to a 

boundary which the view cannot overcome, regardless of the particulars of each thinker. 

Section 1.4 will conclude the chapter with what I consider to be a problem for an 

approach that tries to fully incorporate Kant’s aesthetics into his empirical or cognitive 

structures. In particular, the principle of nature’s purposiveness, or the idea of nature 

ordered as if rationally in accord with our experiential faculties, has remained thorny for 

the cognitive integration of Kantian aesthetics. My claim will be that emphasizing the 

cognitive elements of Kant’s aesthetics leads to a boundary that the cognitive view 

cannot overcome, made evident in the case of purposiveness. Further, this limit is 

essentially part of any cognitive reading because purposiveness in this view is considered 

a motivation for a task, the incorporation of nature under laws, that is to be completed 

through cognition. As we will see, this is not the only way to view the principle of 

purposiveness; however, it is the only one available to the cognitive interpretation. From 

this criticism, we will have a good idea of what the next step is for interpreting Kant’s 

aesthetics, which will lead us into the subject of Chapter 2.   

1.1: The ‘Precognitive’ Approach 

In “Lawfulness without a Law,” Hannah Ginsborg constructs her view of how 

harmonious free play, despite certain difficulties in Kant’s explanation, can be a 

successful component of aesthetic judging and aid in our comprehension of the process of 

concept application. That is, Ginsborg sees free harmony as making us in some sense 

aware of how we cognize through the understanding. We can see the emphasis of 

Ginsborg’s approach in the title of her article that makes specific reference to Kant’s 

claim that the imagination is both lawful and without a law. Kant explains what he might 



 5 

mean by this claim in terms of the powers of the faculties in a rather lengthy, but critical, 

passage:   

[T]he imagination would design in harmony with the lawfulness of the 
understanding in general if it were left free by itself. Yet for the 
imagination to be free and yet lawful by itself, i.e., that it carry 
autonomy with it, is a contradiction. The understanding alone gives the 
law. But when the imagination is compelled to proceed in accordance with 
a determinate law, then how its product should be, as far as its form is 
concerned, is determined through concepts; but then, as was said above, 
the satisfaction is not that in the beautiful, but in the good… and the 
judgment is not a judgment by means of taste. Thus only a lawfulness 
without law and a subjective correspondence of the imagination to the 
understanding without an objective one – where the representation is 
related to a determinate concept of an object – are consistent with the free 
lawfulness of the understanding (which is also called purposiveness 
without an end) and with the peculiarity of a judgment of taste. (CPJ, 
5:240-241) 

From this passage we can begin to unpack the central pieces of Ginsborg’s reading. First, 

there is a lawfulness between the imagination and the understanding in our determinate 

cognitions that compels the imagination to proceed in reference to a specific concept. 

This is the lawfulness of the imagination – to proceed in accord with the form given by 

the understanding. The law itself for cognition, then, is the specific concept provided by 

the understanding. Second, this passage relates the activities of the imagination and 

understanding in free play and more standard cognition, suggesting that there is a 

common subjective ground between the two, namely the lawfulness that exists between 

understanding and the imagination.  

From these two features of aesthetic judgment from the passage, we can provide a 

sketch of Ginsborg’s claims with regard to both free play and cognition. They are: 1) that 

there is a lawfulness prior to applying a concept that makes concept application possible; 

and 2) harmonious free play refers us back to this pre-cognitive lawfulness, making us 

aware of the subjective conditions for experience. Since the lawfulness itself is 
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demonstrated prior to cognition and we are made aware of it before concept application, 

Ginsborg can be said to adopt a ‘precognitive’ approach to the harmony of the faculties17. 

That is, harmonious free play is a prior condition to regular cognition and through free 

play we are made aware of our cognitive processes. 

With Ginsborg’s general stance on the table, we can now begin to see how she 

arrives at her precognitive view. Recall that what differentiates aesthetic judgments from 

our regular cognition is the absence of a law, or a definite concept. As we saw in the 

above passage, Kant explicitly states that a judgment of taste is specifically one where we 

cannot determine a specific concept. However, aesthetic judgments, despite not being 

determined by a specific concept, would still need to remain lawful in terms of the 

understanding; otherwise, there would be no cognition since some harmony between the 

imagination and understanding is required. Therefore, for an aesthetic judgment to be 

lawful but without a law, it would have to demonstrate a more general, formal similarity 

with determinate judgments – without applying a concept. This is Ginsborg’s exact point 

that grounds her overall approach to free play. She demonstrates this foundation in 

claiming that “imagination engages in the same activity which is in general required for 

the application of concepts to the manifold, but without being governed by any particular 

concept”18. For Ginsborg, the imagination follows the same formal activity in free play as 

it does in regular cognition; and, in accordance with Kant’s requirements, the 

 
17 Guyer was the first to coin the term ‘precognitive’ in naming Ginsborg’s particular construction 

of free play in reference to cognition. In defense of this description, Guyer points to the specifically pre-
cognitive aspects of free play for Ginsborg, namely its specific status as an orientation prior to any kind of 
concept application and the suggestion that it forms the subjective conditions for all cognition. See Guyer, 
2005b. 

 
18 Ginsborg, 1997, 67. 
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differentiating feature is the lack of an applied concept19. So, the imagination in free play 

acts in the same general form as it does in regular cognition, which is what we would 

expect given my earlier characterization of Ginsborg as adopting a cognitive approach. 

What then remains is to show how Ginsborg describes harmonious free play, and 

additionally the imagination, as aiding our cognitive processes through aesthetic 

judgment.  

Ginsborg’s view is cognitive in how she describes free play as expanding the 

reach, or ability of cognition. Through free play aesthetic judgments represent a novel 

kind of experience, rather than being merely more complex or pleasurable experiences. 

Ginsborg hints at this aspect of aesthetic experience when she describes lawfulness 

without a law as: 

[D]eepen[ing] our understanding between imagination and empirical 
concepts in a way which opens up new conceptual space: space in which 
there might be room for an activity of imagination which, in a general 
sense, conforms to rules, but which is not governed by any rule in 
particular, and which, moreover, may properly be described as free.20  

First, Ginsborg considers the expansion of our conception of the faculties to include a 

new activity of the imagination. Second, is the characterization of this activity as, at least 

in some sense, free21.  

 
19 There are remarkable similarities between Ginsborg and Longuenesse, especially in the area of 

the subjective conditions for experience. Longuenesse notes the similarity in that both accept that free play, 
or reflection in general, is both a subjective condition for cognition and a source of pleasure. Where 
Longuenesse draws the distinction is for her the recognition of this subjective condition is the recognition 
of membership into a community of judges. Alternatively, for Ginsborg, this recognition is purely self-
referential, where the form of the judgment itself, not the membership in a supposed community, is what 
grounds its universality. See Longuenesse, 2006. 

 
20 Ginsborg, 1997, 68. 
 
21 Cognitive approaches in general accept these two features of free play and they are what 

differentiate them from more austere approaches to Kantian aesthetics, such as Longuenesse. Under the 
latter constructions, the imagination is given no room for novel activities in free play but considers the lack 
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Recognizing a new activity of the imagination through its freedom in harmonious 

play opens the way for a new value for aesthetic judgments, or a new manner to judge 

their success independent of their ability to achieve the specific goals of cognition. 

Ginsborg recognizes that the free imagination opens this possibility. She writes, “the 

activity of the imagination may be regarded not only as governed by concepts but also as 

itself the source of the concepts which govern it”22. According to Ginsborg, the freedom 

of the imagination reveals that, in addition to following a general form of lawfulness, the 

imagination might also be operative in the creation of the very concepts that it is guided 

by in regular cognition. Since the imagination is subsumed under the concepts in 

cognition, it is clear that Ginsborg means the imagination in free play had a hand in the 

formation of such concepts. Therefore, free play in aesthetic judgment aids normal 

cognition in helping to form the concepts that make cognition possible. Clearly, we can 

see that Ginsborg conceives of aesthetic judgment as expanding the possibility of 

cognition by being a source for concepts. 

It is, of course, mandatory that Ginsborg explain just how the free play of 

imagination and the understanding achieve this critical accomplishment for our cognitive 

abilities. Ginsborg points to cases where we acquire new concepts as the clearest 

evidence of how free play expands the reaches of cognition. She writes:  

When I acquire a concept on the basis of perceptual experience, on the 
view suggested, I take features of what my imagination actually does in 

 
of an applied concept to make a judgment merely reflective. As such, there is no real expression of freedom 
for the imagination in these views either. See Longuenesse, 1994, 164-165. 
 
22 Ginsborg, 1997, 68. 
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the perception of an object…to serve as a rule for determining how that, 
and other such objects, ought to be perceived.23  

It seems that when perceiving an object that does not have a suitable concept, we take the 

imagination’s activity, namely synthesizing the sensible data into an understandable 

form, as the rule for all future experiences of similar objects. To use Kant’s example of a 

tree, we could say that the imagination, in perceiving the object, orders sense data into 

known empirical forms, like branches, leaves, etc. These synthesized aspects of the 

manifold are then combined by the imagination into a single concept, ‘tree.’ Further, this 

then sets the standard for all future experiences of trees. So, we can say that the 

imagination’s activity, when not guided by a known concept, can serve as the rule, or 

law, for future experiences of this kind. This is the basis for imagination aiding and 

expanding cognition given Ginsborg’s precognitive reading of imagination and free play. 

There arise two problems from this view: 1) guaranteeing the activity of the 

imagination forms a concept and not an illusion; and 2) related to the first, the demand 

universal agreement from other subjects. The first concern can be answered in terms of 

the lawfulness of free play. The imagination must still provide a reading that is coherent 

to the understanding’s existing concepts. So, to use the tree example, if the imagination 

synthesized the sky above or the light streaming between the leaves as part of the concept 

of tree, it would provide a confused reading of perceptual experience that would not be in 

accord with the understanding’s ordering of experience. While we are at times confused 

by lighting and other forms in nature or works of art, Ginsborg could argue that such 

things actually frustrate concept formation; and therefore, we recognize them as illusory 

because they do not accord with the general lawfulness of the understanding. The second 

 
23 Ibid. 



 10 

point requires additional explanation. To answer this, Ginsborg discusses the 

appropriateness, or primitivity of our imagination in free play. She states: 

I am entitled to take my imagination to be, in general, exemplary of rules: 
that is, to ‘be as it ought to be’ in the primitive or indeterminate sense 
which does not presuppose antecedent rules for determining how it ought 
to be.24  

That is, in the absence of specific laws, we can say that the imagination sets a standard 

for perception, or acts in a way that is appropriate, but not determined, based on the given 

sense data and the general lawfulness of the understanding. Without this idea of ‘going 

on as one ought’ in terms of free play, the activity of the imagination in concept 

formation would be nothing more than idiosyncratic, literally just the activity of my own 

imagination25. The imagination in free play then represents an activity prior to, but 

assisting with, the creation and application of concepts. The resulting judgments from this 

activity are amenable to the understanding in that they conform to the general lawfulness 

of cognition but have no antecedent concept in mind. Rather, these judgments set the 

standard for all similar experiences. Therefore, free play becomes an important part of 

our ability to cognize; or, as Ginsborg seems to claim, a fundamental condition to having 

cognition at all. 

Before concluding with my assessment of the precognitive view, it is worth 

bringing up a common criticism levied against this particular interpretation. The general 

concern is that if harmonious free play is a preceding step to cognition, then all 

cognitions should be pleasurable, which they clearly are not. One possible solution to this 

 
24 Ibid., 69. 
 
25 In conversation, Ginsborg additionally described ‘going on as one ought,’ as a manner in which 

the subject feels as though their judgment is the way they should proceed even though there is no definite 
rule for doing so. Arithmetic sequences with arbitrary, but uniform, progressions are an example that 
Ginsborg uses to describe this activity. 
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claim is provided by Béatrice Longuenesse, who faces a similar issue in her 

interpretation. Longuenesse acknowledges that due to shared subjective conditions, 

which is what Ginsborg also proposes, both aesthetic and empirical judgments are 

reflective. Longuenesse goes on to introduce the idea of a ‘merely’ reflective judgment, 

or a judgment that is reflective, but without the final determination of a concept. This is 

similar to Ginsborg’s claim that aesthetic judgments demonstrate ‘appropriateness.’ 

Longuenesse goes on to claim that a successful reflective judgment “consists not only in 

forming empirical concepts, but also applying them”26. We are left with the conclusion 

that judgments that are only reflective and do not apply a concept, namely aesthetic 

judgments, are in some sense failed or at least deficient judgments compared to their 

empirical counterparts27. Accepting Longuenesse’s solution brings the following problem 

– it is not clear how a failed or deficient judgment would be pleasurable28. That aesthetic 

judgments are necessarily pleasurable, and cognitions are not, remains a tense point for 

precognitive constructions that Ginsborg’s idea of ‘appropriateness’ does not fully 

resolve. 

Appraising Ginsborg’s precognitive approach comes down to the nature of the 

imagination’s activity in harmonious free play. I find the idea that the imagination aids 

cognition in a manner beyond that set out in the first Critique to be attractive and 

beneficial to realizing the importance of Kant’s aesthetics to his overall system. Further, 

 
26 Longuenesse, 1998, 165. 
27 Longuenesse seems to recognize this situation given her approach to tying aesthetic and 

empirical judgments to the same ground. She claims, “What makes judgments merely reflective is that in 
them, the effort of the activity of judgment to form concepts fails.” See Longuenesse, 1998, 164 

28 Makkreel offers a powerful argument against Longuenesse simply on hermeneutic grounds. For 
Makkreel, it is just unlikely that Kant would offer pure aesthetic judgments, or ‘merely’ reflective 
judgments as Longuenesse names them, as the clearest case of reflection if he also considered them failed 
judgments. See Makkreel, 2006. 
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the allowance of the imagination to recognize and productively react to forms offered by 

sensible nature bears resemblance to my own picture of the imagination role as a formal 

faculty. However, as a cognitive approach, Ginsborg does not quite reach the full 

expression of the free imagination and aesthetic judgment. The issue is that the products 

of the imagination, even in its freest capacity, remain within the bounds of the 

understanding and serve its ends in cognition. Under the precognitive view, the products 

of the imagination become incorporated into our conceptual apparatus since they serve as 

a standard for future experiences of this kind and eventually, one must assume, 

themselves become the laws for determinate cognition. Carrying this to its logical 

conclusion, it is conceivable, although not actually stated by Ginsborg, that after enough 

aesthetic judgments, we can set standards for all experience that will eventually become 

laws, thereby bringing all nature under our conceptual understanding, or to use Kantian 

terms, we can become aware of nature’s systematicity29. Kant warns against such a 

possibility, but the precognitive view logically terminates at this point. Otherwise, 

Ginsborg would need to provide some explanation as to why the imagination, in forming 

concepts from aesthetic experience, does not lead to a kind of systematic natural 

realism30. My view is that in terms of the value of imagination and free play, avoiding 

systematic natural realism requires something less determinate than what Ginsborg offers 

 
29 An argument could be made that nature represents such a diversity of forms and offers such a 

range of experience that such a systematic understanding of nature is impossible. However, I would 
consider this phenomenological appeal to be ad hoc to retain the empirical impossibility of systematicity 
while still maintaining the transcendental possibility thereof.  

 
30 By this I mean the idea that the systematic understanding of nature, i.e., the idea that sensible 

nature can be completely encompassed by laws of the understanding, can be empirically achieved. In 
contrast to this view is the one held by Kant, what I call systematic natural idealism, which is the stance 
that the systematic understanding of nature remains an empirical impossibility, but we can still be, and 
indeed are, motivated by its transcendental possibility. 
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in the precognitive approach. That is, what the imagination offers in its free play cannot 

be, or even become, a determinate concept. We will see a move in this direction in the 

following cognitive views adopted by Allison and Guyer. 

1.2: The ‘Multicognitive’ Approach 

Allison offers an alternative cognitive construction of Kantian aesthetics that 

focuses less on the subjective conditions of such judgments and more on the possibilities 

entailed in our aesthetic experience. Otherwise stated, Allison draws the distinction 

between cognition and aesthetic judgment based on the possibilities opened through 

reflective considerations, rather than the idea that our indeterminate judgments form the 

concepts for cognition themselves. This will, of course, require further explanation, 

which will be the first goal of this section. For now, it is worth recalling that despite the 

differences between cognitive approaches, like Allison’s in this section and Ginsborg’s in 

the previous section, all are based on fundamental premises through which they are 

included into the cognitive camp. These basic principles are: 1) Kant’s aesthetics can be 

satisfactorily incorporated into his conception of cognition; and 2) that aesthetic 

judgments are supplementary to cognition in that they expand our ability to apply 

concepts to synthesized sense data. Allison, as we will see, holds these premises just as 

Ginsborg does. His approach, however, will offer a different picture of the relationship 

between aesthetics and cognition. 

First, we must look at the initial claim of the cognitive approach, namely the 

subsumption of Kantian aesthetics under his cognitive epistemology, and how it applies 

to Allison’s specific cognitive reading. Allison recognizes that the imagination 

demonstrates its own goals in both cognition and aesthetic judgments that are in some 
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cases in opposition with those of the understanding31. However, both faculties are needed 

for successful cognition. That is, the understanding requires the imagination’s ability to 

represent concepts sensibly and the imagination needs the understanding to guide it in 

this exhibition. Since there are two moving and differently motivated parts, namely the 

imagination and understanding, Allison suggests the existence of what he calls ‘cognitive 

fit’ between the specific sensible material provided by the imagination and the concepts 

brought by the understanding. This fit can either be minimal or maximal. Minimal fit is 

merely enough harmony between the sensible and the conceptual to allow for the 

application of a concept. I take minimal fit to be merely the conditions required for 

regular cognition. What is of interest is the maximal, or what Allison also calls ‘ideal,’ 

cognitive fit. Of this he writes: 

By contrast, harmony, maximally or ideally construed, occurs when the fit 
between universal and particular is extremely close, that is, when the 
understanding’s concept is not too indeterminate for the imagination and, 
conversely, the latter’s image exhibits all of the essential features thought 
in the concept.32  

Where there is the most harmony between the imagination and understanding, there is the 

best fit between sensible intuition and concept. So, in terms of the harmony of the 

faculties, the exemplar is the one that motivates the fullest and smoothest conceptual 

application. Harmonious free play, based on Allison’s description of cognitive fit, then 

certainly retains aesthetic judgment within the boundaries of cognition and judges their 

success in the same manner since maximal harmony is the closest fit for conceptual 

application. 

 
31 Allison contrasts the goals of the imagination and the understanding in terms of specificity and 

universality, respectively. See Allison, 2001, 48. 
 
32 Ibid. 
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However, as this section suggests, this is not a unique feature of Allison’s 

interpretation. The distinguishing aspects of this view can be seen in the specific results 

of free play and their benefit to cognition as a whole. Towards this end, I will 

demonstrate the ‘multicognitive’ aspect of Allison’s approach through the harmonious 

free play and the imagination. Allison makes his argument for his own position based on 

a passage from the “First Introduction” where Kant discusses the process of reflection, 

and therefore the imagination and understanding, in regular cognition compared to 

aesthetic judgment. Kant writes: 

If, then, the form of a given object in empirical intuition is so constituted 
that the apprehension of its manifold in the imagination agrees with the 
presentation of a concept of the understanding (though which concept be 
undetermined), then in the mere reflection understanding and imagination 
mutually agree for the advancement their business, and the object will be 
perceived as purposive merely for the power of judgment, hence the 
purposiveness itself will be considered as merely subjective; for which, 
further, no determinate concept of the object at all is required nor is one 
thereby generated, and the judgment itself is not a cognitive judgment. – 
Such a judgment is called an aesthetic judgment of reflection. (CPJ, 
20:220-221) 

Harmonious free play between the imagination and understanding can clearly be 

distinguished from their normal cognitive orientation through the mutual advancement of 

the imagination and the understanding, in addition to the absence of a concept, in 

harmonious free play. That much is neither novel nor surprising given Kant’s specific 

comments on his aesthetics. What is interesting, and Allison picks up on this in his 

analysis, is the activity of the imagination beyond the preparation of the manifold for 

conceptual application. After all, Kant specifically mentions the mutual agreement for the 

advancement of activity for both the understanding and the imagination, suggesting 

independent action of the imagination outside of conceptual application.  
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What will demonstrate Allison’s multicognitive view is this activity of the 

imagination in mere reflection. I want to avoid overstating Allison’s position here. 

Allison makes it clear that he does not think the imagination takes on a completely new 

role in mere reflection but remains within its general functions in cognition. The only 

difference that Allison notes is the fairly unremarkable distinction between the 

application of a definite concept and a still undetermined concept33.  Allison writes that in 

aesthetic judgment, “[The imagination] exhibits a pattern or order (form), which suggests 

an indeterminate number of possible schematizations (or conceptualizations), none of 

which is fully adequate, thereby occasioning further reflection or engagement with the 

object”34. Given Allison’s interpretation, reflection causes the imagination to mediate 

between multiple possible, but all inadequate, ways of applying the concept35. The 

activity of the imagination in dealing with multiple concepts at once in aesthetic 

judgments is the cornerstone of the appropriately named ‘multicognitive’ approach that 

Allison promotes36. None of our concepts seem to fit the sensible content in the manner 

achieved in regular cognition; therefore, no concept can be selected, so we are left with a 

conceptually indeterminate judgment, namely an aesthetic judgment37.  

 
33 See Allison, 2001, 50-51. 
 
34 Allison, 2001, 51. 
 
35 Guyer takes issue with Allison’s description of the multiple concepts as all possible, but 

ultimately inadequate for application. Guyer’s criticism is that it is not clear that this activity would be 
pleasurable; in fact, according to Guyer, the inadequacy of our concepts to meet the content of the 
synthesized manifold would more likely be frustrating.  

 
36 Here there is a tension between the explanation of free harmony that mediates between multiple, 

but inadequate, concepts and the idea of harmony representing an optimal cognitive fit between the 
concepts of the understanding and the imagination’s sensible intuition. I will discuss this later in this 
section. 

 
37 Allison does not make this jump from mere reflection to aesthetic judgment without considering 

the pleasurable aspects of harmonious free play. For the scope of this project, I make the conceptual jump, 
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As a cognitive approach, Allison’s multicognitive view must not only retain the 

general structure of cognition but it must also demonstrate that aesthetic judgments 

further our ability to apply concepts in cognition. To support this aspect of my inclusion 

of the multicognitive reading into the cognitive camp, I will look to Allison’s remarks on 

the reciprocal animation of the imagination and understanding38. Since aesthetic 

judgments are supposed to involve mutual advancement of both imagination and the 

understanding, we can rightly assume that the understanding will be benefitted by the 

imagination’s free activity as well. Allison describes animation of our two faculties as 

follows: “the imagination in its free play stimulates the understanding by occasioning it 

to entertain fresh conceptual possibilities, while, conversely, the imagination, under the 

general direction of the understanding, strives to conceive new patterns of order”39. Given 

Allison’s mediation on multiple possible conceptual applications, our conceptual abilities 

are expanded in that new connections can be recognized between not only sensible nature 

and our concepts (the imagination conceiving new patterns of order), but also between 

our concepts themselves (the understanding’s fresh conceptual possibilities). Our 

conceptual abilities, as a function of the activity between the imagination and 

understanding, operate within increased boundaries due to the space opened by aesthetic 

judgment. Therefore, the very activity of cognition is strengthened through harmonious 

free play. 

 
assuming that this activity of the imagination will be pleasurable. For Allison’s discussion on reflection and 
pleasure in esthetic judgments, see Allison, 2001, 51-4. 

 
38 See CPJ, 5:287 for Kant’s remarks on harmonious free play. 
 
39 Allison, 2001, 171. 
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Given the above description, we can rightly consider Allison to adopt a view 

within both within the cognitive framework set out by Kant and one that allows for 

aesthetic judgment to expand our conceptual apparatus. Where Allison’s view runs into 

difficulties, like other cognitive views, is Kant’s idea of natural systematicity, or the idea 

of nature as if ordered in a rational manner40. We can see this difficulty in comparing 

Allison’s claims of ideal cognitive fit and the multicognitive activity of harmonious free 

play. If we consider ideal cognitive fit, we are left with the idea that sensible experience 

is specifically adapted to our conceptual apparatus in certain, special cases. This, we can 

reasonably assume, could be a source of pleasure or satisfaction in the smooth transition 

from schematized sense material to concept application. Therefore, we could argue that 

this pleasure in the ideal cognitive fit is in the experience that sensible nature is in some 

sense ordered in a way amenable to our concepts – the recognition of nature’s 

purposiveness. That is a tidy, but limited, interpretation of purposiveness in Kantian 

aesthetics. It is tidy in that it neatly explains nature’s purposiveness as the fit between the 

sensible manifold and our conceptual application. However, it is limited in that all the 

purposiveness of nature becomes is mere cognitive fit and indicates nothing in terms of 

nature’s supposed rationality. 

What complicates the picture for Allison is his introduction of the multicognitive 

activity of free play, where the imagination mediates between multiple, general concepts. 

That concepts are not specified compared to the schematized manifold is problematic to 

Allison’s earlier description of harmony as a ‘cognitive fit.’ That is, it is difficult to see a 

maximal fit between intuition and concept leading to general, unspecified conceptual 

 
40 Allison, unlike Guyer, is committed to retaining the principle of purposiveness for aesthetic 

judgment. For the full explanation of natural systematicity and purposiveness, see Allison, 2001. 
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application. A maximal cognitive fit, one would think, would lead immediately to a 

specific concept, and do so without any mediation or reflection, since the fit is so 

apparent. However, in Allison’s interpretation, we see the opposite. As such, it is also 

difficult to make the additional claim that nature is particularly amenable to our concepts 

when it presents content that exceeds our ability for application41.  That is, Allison has to 

justify how for the multicognitive view, “It is right, that is, rationally justified, to 

presuppose the principle of purposiveness because judgment legislates to itself as a 

condition of the possibility of its self-appointed task: the application of logic to nature”42. 

Purposiveness based on ideal cognitive fit allowed for such an assumption because it 

demonstrated a strong tie between sensible nature and our conceptual capacities. The 

multicognitive claim may, in some cases, demonstrate a kind of purposiveness in new 

and interesting connections between the multiple imagined concepts. However, it could 

also provide frustrating confusion as no concept is adequate and the judgment is 

somehow left incomplete. The question then is, how do we determine whether the 

mediation is pleasurable or frustrating? The answer seems to involve the feeling 

produced. However, this risks an empirical basis for nature’s purposiveness, one that 

relies on the produced feeling and not the other way around43. Allison would certainly 

consider this an unacceptable consequence of the multicognitive reading since Kant is 

 
41 Here the obvious opposing claim is that the multicognitive view does not guarantee pleasure due 

to the inadequacies of our concepts. This criticism is levied against Allison in Guyer, 2005b. I will credit 
Guyer with a successful criticism of the multicognitive approach, but one that I think can be answered. 
More problematic, I think, for the multicognitive approach is my issue regarding purposiveness and the 
multicognitive view. 

 
42 Allison, 2001, 41. 
 
43 That is, the pleasure is supposed to be dependent on the instances of maximal cognitive fit, not 

pleasure indicating maximal fit after the fact. 
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clear that nature’s logical foundations cannot be known empirically but only 

transcendentally. So, what is needed is a further connection between cognitive fit and free 

play’s mediation on indeterminate, general concepts. My point is, however, that 

purposiveness emerges as a problem for the multicognitive approach given Allison’s 

earlier claims of harmony demonstrating a cognitive fit. 

Through my analysis, the multicognitive approach advances the value of free 

harmony and the imagination in a very important way. It is the first of the views 

discussed that opens the way for aesthetic judgment to provide a truly novel kind of 

experience, a specifically aesthetic experience, in addition to the aid provided to 

conceptually determinate experiences. In the precognitive approach, free harmony 

provided what was at the time of judgment a new combination of sensible material; but 

Allison allows for the kind of aesthetic judgments that influence our experience of nature, 

fine arts, and possibly morality44. This is valuable beyond determined judgments since we 

do not claim that there is some empirical or scientific similarity between, for example, the 

spin of galactic clouds and the human eye. Allison’s interpretation of free play moves us 

towards the kind of experience that Kant had in mind for the third Critique, especially in 

his discussion on aesthetic ideas45. This is a critical step that cannot be ignored.  

As discussed in the preceding set of paragraphs, there are issues in the 

multicognitive reading that remain problematic, especially in terms of nature’s 

purposiveness. My assessment is that Allison errs in two ways that limit the effectiveness 

 
44 Allison offers a strong interpretation for the connection between aesthetics and morality through 

purposiveness, free harmony, and aesthetic ideas, thereby linking the practical reason and aesthetic 
judgment. 

 
45 See Chapters 4 & 5 for discussion on aesthetic judgment and aesthetic ideas. 
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of his multicognitive approach. The first is overstating the conditions for a cognitive fit. 

Kant’s comments clearly indicate some accord, or fit, between our faculties in 

harmonious free play. Where Allison over emphasizes the fit is in stating that free 

harmony is this fit, evinced by his subsequent claim that the maximal amount of harmony 

between the imagination and understanding is his ideal cognitive fit. Second, and related, 

is that the imagination in free play is unable to accomplish a determinate judgment due to 

conceptual inadequacy.  

To the first issue, I contend that while there is a cognitive fit between the faculties 

in free harmony, it is not the important or evaluative aspect of the activity. That is, 

harmonious free play achieves an accord between imagination and understanding. Any 

ascending orders or levels of harmony are not definitive in terms of nature’s 

purposiveness. In response to the second problem, what I take as critical, and Allison 

might recognize this as well, is the sensible content that is left over from the cognitive fit. 

This content is what I take Allison to have in mind when he talks about the imagination 

mediating between concepts, but unable to find a suitable one. However, it becomes 

difficult to reconcile his claim of an ideal cognitive fit plus our concepts being inadequate 

to capture the sensible aspects of an aesthetic judgment while also accounting for 

purposiveness in nature and our sensible pleasure. Therefore, I recommend deflating the 

need for a cognitive fit – there must be some accord, but this accord in itself is not the 

final word on the value of our aesthetic judgment. Further, to avoid the second problem 

and the issue with purposiveness, we should instead focus on this additional content not 

as overwhelming the concepts, but simply exceeding them. We will see with the next 
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approach how this might be possible within the cognitive framework and the limitations 

thereof. 

1.3: The ‘Metacognitive’ Approach 

I conclude the discussion on the cognitive approach with Guyer’s metacognitive 

reading for a couple of reasons. Organizationally, and according to Guyer, his view is 

supposed to represent a viable synthesis between precognitive and multicognitive 

interpretations of Kant’s aesthetics46. Thematically, however, the description of free play 

given by the metacognitive approach demonstrates what I take to be the theoretical 

boundaries of attempting to encapsulate Kant’s aesthetics into his theory of cognition. 

That is, the metacognitive view runs into essential boundaries based on the very 

principles of the cognitive approach in general. In this section I will provide a general 

reading of Guyer’s metacognitive approach and then offer an evaluation of the view 

based on the familiar criticisms of the previous cognitive constructions, namely the 

inability to account for nature’s purposiveness and systematicity that is revealed through 

aesthetic judgment. The discussion on purposiveness with lead to the final subheading of 

this section, where I will offer a criticism of the cognitive view in general with regard to 

purposiveness. 

Although his approach has undergone some amendments, Guyer still can be seen 

to advocate for a cognitive reading of Kantian aesthetics47. Making the cognitive reading 

 
46 See Guyer, 2005b. In terms of harmonious free play, Allison is described as holding a 

multicognitive view, while Ginsborg defends a precognitive approach. Guyer describes his own position as 
‘metacognitive,’ which, as its name implies, is a variant of a cognitive approach along with the previous 
two. 

47 See Guyer, 2005b for his assessment of what he calls Allison’s ‘multicognitive’ and Ginsborg’s 
‘precognitive’ readings of free harmony. Although Guyer is critical of both, his own ‘metacognitive’ 
approach borrows certain key aspects from Allison and Ginsborg as well. This is part of why I claim all are 
ultimately cognitive in their approaches, only with slightly different interpretations. 
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quite clear, Guyer in his earlier work, Kant and the Claims of Taste, offers picture of 

harmonious free play that, by now, is quite familiar across the cognitive views. He 

describes this process as: 

[A] state in which the subjective condition of cognition, the unification of 
the manifold of intuition, occurs without the application of a concept, and 
for the explanation of aesthetic response as the feeling of pleasure by the 
state of harmony between the activity of the imagination and the goal of 
the understanding.48  

Harmonious free play is guided by a goal of the understanding, which should sound 

familiar given the earlier descriptions of both Ginsborg and Allison. What is different is 

the inclusion of a goal, which is not quite the lawful or guiding language we witnessed 

earlier. We can, however, interpret what this goal is by remembering the understanding as 

the faculty responsible for conceptual application. The understanding, if it is considered 

to have a goal as Guyer states, would have to do with its ability to better, or more 

comprehensively, apply concepts to the synthesized, sensible manifold. Therefore, we 

can broadly consider that the goal is the expansion of the understanding’s ability to do 

just that – apply concepts in cognition.  

Guyer provides additional explanation of free play’s cognitive commitments in 

Kantian aesthetics with a later statement:  

Kant’s two ways of describing his basic notion of aesthetic 
response, as a state of the unification of the manifold and as the 
play or activity of the imagination and understanding… pose no 
threat to our interpretation of this concept; instead, they 
recommend it, for both sorts of description characterize aspects of 
psychological states which fulfill the general aim of cognition in 
the absence of a determinate concept, and are pleasurable for that 
reason.49 

 
48 Guyer, 1997, 82. 
49 Ibid., 85. 
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Again, we see that the success of Kant’s aesthetic judgments is based on their ability to 

fulfill the aims of cognition. Guyer describes the process as recommending the 

application of a concept. The only thing separating them from regular cognition is the 

absence of a determinate concept, which is replaced by a feeling of pleasure. In addition, 

the imagination continues to provide the schematized sense data and the understanding 

brings the conceptual apparatus. So, there is no disruption of the cognitive process in our 

particular experiences of beauty. This justifies the inclusion of Guyer into the cognitive 

camp, if not by the name he gives, then on the basis of aesthetic judgments retaining the 

overall structure of cognition. Further, if we consider Guyer’s earlier remarks on the goal 

of the understanding, aesthetic judgments are given their value in terms of their ability to 

expand the ability of the understanding to achieve its goals of ordering sensible nature for 

cognition and the imagination remains subsumed under the understanding, just as it is 

described in the first Critique50. 

Guyer develops the specific claims of his view in reference to those provided by 

Ginsborg and Allison. Therefore, to get a good picture of what Guyer has in mind, we 

will briefly go through his process of building the metacognitive approach. Guyer, in 

“Harmony of the Faculties Revisited,” picks up on similar common features and seeks to 

unite what he calls ‘multi-cognitive’ and ‘precognitive’ readings under the umbrella of 

his ‘metacognitive’ reading. Guyer offers a brief picture about what his metacognitive 

view entails when he writes:  

 
50 Guyer appears to offer an amendment to this view. In his later ‘metacognitive’ view of free 

harmony, aesthetic judgments are no longer incomplete in that they do not apply a concept; rather, Guyer 
considers them fully formed judgments with additional content that goes beyond our existing concepts. 
However, this view is an amendment to those expressed in Kant and the Claims of Taste rather than an 
overhaul of his interpretation. This additional content is still taken to be valuable to expanding our existing 
concepts for future application. Therefore, I contend that he remains cognitive in his approach even in later 
works. See Guyer, 2005b. 
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We can, indeed we must be able to, have ordinary cognition of the object, 
but we experience it as beautiful precisely because we experience it as 
inducing a degree or type of harmony between imagination and 
understanding… that goes beyond whatever is necessary for ordinary 
cognition.51  

An aesthetic judgment is a successful and fully finished cognition, including the 

application of a concept52. Further, in applying a definite concept, the judgment also 

consists of additional content that cannot be contained in the applied concept53. 

Therefore, this represents the ‘meta’ aspect of the metacognitive reading. It is cognition 

plus aesthetic content. 

Guyer further reconciles the competing interpretations by admitting precognitive 

and multicognitive approaches correctly indicate ways in which aesthetic experience can 

go beyond the confines of normal cognition. To summarize his claims in this respect, 

Guyer notes that the precognitive view rightly notices the general needs of the 

understanding in terms of unity and coherence are satisfied by an aesthetic judgment but 

not in any way that can be reduced to the concept. In the same vein of thought, Guyer 

points out that the multicognitive reading is correct in that certain beautiful objects can 

inspire a multitude of possible conceptual applications, though no particular one fits all 

possibilities. This variety pleases the imagination, yet there is enough coherence to satisfy 

the understanding. Both of these views are permissible under the metacognitive 

construction; however, in addition to the satisfaction of the general conditions of the 

 
51 Ibid., 99. 
 
52 The suggestion that an aesthetic judgment is successful is contra Longuenesse, 1998. The claim 

that an aesthetic judgment is a fully finished cognition is opposed to Ginsborg, 1997. The claim that a 
concept is applied differs from all previously described views. 

 
53 Here Guyer is challenging the claim of Allison that the reflective activity considers multiple 

possible conceptual applications, but never settles on just one. 
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understanding and the play of the possibilities of the imagination, once a concept is 

applied there remains this extra content; or, as Guyer describes it, “more unity and 

coherence than is required for it to be a member of that kind, or as a kind of unity and 

coherence that is not merely a necessary condition for our classification of it”54. So, what 

we have in Guyer’s later reading of Kantian aesthetics is the existence of a fully formed 

cognition, including conceptual application, that demonstrates an abundance of meaning 

that cannot be contained in our concepts alone.  

This additional content, what I call ‘metacontent,’ is what differentiates an 

aesthetic judgment from an empirical one. And, it is the value of this metacontent that is 

perhaps the most interesting aspect of Guyer’s view. Surprisingly, Guyer says little about 

the value or nature of this metacontent beyond its abundance in harmony between the 

imagination and understanding. I do not, however, take this to be an oversight on Guyer’s 

part; rather, I consider it necessary that Guyer say nothing about it beyond what he does. 

This, however, demonstrates a limitation of his view, which will be evident in his 

explanation, or rather dismissal, of purposiveness as nature’s systematicity. 

In Kant and the Claims of Taste, Guyer discusses the purposiveness of aesthetic 

experience in terms of the finality of nature. Guyer describes this finality as, “the fact that 

even in its multiplicity nature is subsumable under a system of empirical laws”55. If this is 

the only feature of purposiveness, that it posits a fact that nature could be subsumable 

under empirical laws, then Guyer is correct in doubting its value within Kantian 

aesthetics. In fact, so construed, it appears as a liability since, by Kant’s own admission, 

 
54 Guyer, 2005b, 99. 
55 Guyer, 1997, 48. 
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it cannot be achieved and, to include Guyer’s later claim, it “creates the false impression 

that there is a special connection between taste and nature”56. If purposiveness in the third 

Critique is merely this idea of finality, i.e., the idea that the manifold nature can be 

understood in terms of empirical laws, then this approach is likely correct in either 

disregarding it as a problematic vestige of earlier rationalist aesthetics or, at least 

attempting to deflate purposiveness to an abstract, logical value. 

We can look further into why Guyer dismisses the force behind the principle of 

purposiveness. Guyer points to what amounts to a problematic circularity in adopting the 

principle of nature’s systematic ordering. Guyer notes what he takes to be an obvious 

problem with the idea that nature displays a higher order in claiming, “it must seem that 

this principle does nothing but transform our own need for systematicity into a self-

serving delusion that nature is systematic”57. Or, the introduction of systematicity 

threatens to have us believe a principle we cannot prove empirically; further, we must 

first accept it as a principle in order to investigate it at all. So, this principle risks falling 

into circularity in that in order to prove its existence, we must already take for granted its 

truth. Naturally, the question then arises, what justifies us in assuming such a principle? 

According to Guyer, “Kant’s answer appears to be that representing nature as a whole as 

systematic makes the search for system a well-motivated activity”58. For Guyer, we are 

stuck in a circle where it is rational to assume that nature is systematic because the search 

for systems in nature is rational. Systematicity is regarded only as a principle that 

 
56 Ibid., 57. Here Guyer is concerned that the necessity of finality in aesthetics jeopardizes the link 

between taste and art. 
 
57 Guyer, 1997, 42. 
 
58 Ibid., 43. 
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motivates further investigation. So, the principle of nature’s systematicity is considered a 

motivator to ultimately demonstrate nature’s systematicity. Given this, we can see why 

Guyer considers systematicity a failed and ultimately unnecessary feature of the third 

Critique. In the concluding remarks of the chapter, I will demonstrate how this view of 

purposiveness is unnecessary and incorrect for Kant’s aesthetics. 

The metacognitive view does something that is remarkable given earlier 

conceptions and even some of Kant’s comments on aesthetic judgment. Namely, Guyer 

asserts that an aesthetic judgment successfully applies a concept and therefore contains a 

fully-fledged empirical judgment. In addition, this judgment also has the additional 

aspect of some non-cognizable metacontent. This grounds aesthetic judgment on the 

same basis as cognition (a prime goal of the cognitive approach) as well as affording an 

additional value for our experiences of beauty that goes beyond our ability to cognize. 

For this, I find Guyer’s metacognitive construction to be very helpful. Where I believe 

this view falls short, however, is its inability to say anything more about this metacontent, 

despite its obvious intrigue. The problem is Guyer’s own principles require him to leave 

the most important questions unanswered: what is the nature of this metacontent and 

what does our ability to recognize it mean for the hope of crossing the gulf between 

nature and reason?  

1.4: Conclusion – Cognition and the Boundary of Purposiveness 

At the beginning of this chapter, I made specific reference to two aspects of the 

cognitive approach: (1) the justification of the normative claims of aesthetic judgments 

through their cognitive structure, and, as a result of (1), (2) the reduction of aesthetic 

judgment into the service of cognitive aims. As I noted before, cognition holds that our 
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conceptual ordering of nature is a subjective condition of experience. That is, our 

cognitive faculties are what shape experience and order it under a concept. Nature’s own 

order, should such a thing exist, is then independent of this ordering. Yet, in experience 

we come across beautiful forms that seem to be especially adaptable or particularly 

coherent to our subjective faculties. This actual experience of beauty leads us to adopt a 

concept, albeit an indeterminate one, that states nature is so ordered for the purpose of 

our judgments. This is the ground for the value of aesthetic judgment. As Kant states:  

It is therefore properly only in taste, and especially with regards to 
objects in nature, in which alone the power of judgment reveals 
itself as a faculty that has its own special principle and thereby 
makes a well-founded claim to a place in the general critique of the 
higher faculties of cognition[.] (CPJ, 20:244) 

Aesthetic judgment is part of cognition, a feature picked up by attempts to incorporate it 

into Kant’s cognitive structure. However, as will be indicated by the idea of 

purposiveness, this is not a complete assessment of Kant’s aesthetics. In addition to 

revealing a new feature of our cognitive abilities, aesthetic activity also reveals a new 

ground for our actual experience of nature that is not reducible to the conceptual 

application of the understanding. Rather, the principle of purposiveness in aesthetic 

judgment is, by definition, a metacognitive feature. Guyer is correct. However, it is a 

feature that transcends the functions of the understanding in cognition; and therefore, it 

cannot be fully evaluated in terms of the goals of the understanding. 

There may be, however, a key distinction in terms of purposiveness that I believe 

the cognitive approach has missed on the idea of systematicity. The difference rests on 

the cognitive approach taking nature’s purposiveness as a task to be completed by 
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cognition as opposed to purposiveness given by nature59. This distinction, I contend, is 

what makes the idea of nature’s systematicity problematic for the overall cognitive 

project. The cognitive approach incorporates the principle of purposiveness as a task, not 

as a given. Aesthetics is to be evaluated in terms of its ability to expand cognition 

towards a goal of placing all empirical nature under law. My point here is that there is a 

second way of recognizing the value of purposiveness – not as a potentially frustrating, 

indeterminate task that calls for completion, but one whose end is already given to us 

through beautiful forms in nature60. Cognition alone, however, is not capable of 

recognizing this since the given systematicity is grounded in the principle of 

purposiveness which cannot be conceptualized. It is independent of our understanding. 

So, we can look at the basic assumptions of the general cognitive project and see that no 

content beyond that captured by the understanding is going to be capable of anything 

close to the systematic ordering of nature. That is, the idea of purposiveness in the third 

Critique cannot be contained within our conceptual ordering alone. Instead, the form of 

purposiveness is given through the empirical fact of beauty in nature61. Recognizing this 

 
59 Eckart Förster notes a similar distinction in commenting on Guyer. Förster describes the 

distinction as one between “(a) our striving for systematicity in the investigation of nature’s particular laws, 
and (b) the systematicity already realized in the fact of nature’s beauty, i.e., in the purposiveness of its 
forms with regard to our faculties.” See Förster, 2003, 230. Förster’s distinction is that the ‘fact’ of nature’s 
purposiveness allows us to reflect on nature as given, whereas my distinction poses the systematicity is 
actually, but indeterminately, given in aesthetic judgment. 

 
60 I think these pictures of nature are not necessarily exclusive. In his remarks on aesthetic ideas, 

Kant notes that they can be used to expand our existing concepts, which could certainly have cognitive 
benefit for the understanding in applying new concepts to experience. However, beyond our own 
conceptual apparatus, aesthetic ideas also represent a harmonious fit between a beautiful experience and an 
existing concept, suggesting that an order already exists and is independent of our understanding. These can 
both be the case with beautiful objects in that they both represent an independent ordering and expand our 
concepts. The issue is one of these avenues is recognized by cognitive approaches to the detriment of the 
alternative. 

 
61 For more on this claim, see Chapter 5. 
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independent order requires a faculty capable of interacting not only with forms but the 

sensible material of nature as well. In the next chapter we will see which faculties might 

be able to achieve this within Kant’s existing framework. 

The question to end this chapter then is, does the cognitive project require that 

purposiveness be taken in this manner? I argue, yes, in the attempt to incorporate Kant’s 

aesthetics into his cognitive framework, the principle of purposiveness represents an 

unanswerable and problematic value that needs to be either explained as a failure, or at 

least redefined and relegated to a more minor aspect of the theory. Recall that one of the 

specific features of the cognitive approach was that the value of aesthetic judgment was 

always interpreted in reference to cognition. That is, aesthetic judgments are valuable 

insofar as they assist with the process of concept application, either through expansion of 

the concepts or through uncovering the subjective conditions that make cognition 

possible. Either way, when it comes to cognition, the idea of a full conceptual 

understanding of nature under laws is at once both attractive to our cognitive goals and an 

insurmountable hurdle.  

Purposiveness as the possible rational ordering of nature inspires cognition; yet, it 

represents a boundary that it cannot cross because it provides content outside of its 

possible boundaries. Kant emphasizes it as a fundamental aspect of his aesthetic theory. 

So, it is by definition problematic to an attempt to incorporate Kantian aesthetics into the 

structure of cognition. This leads to the problem of precognitive aesthetic standards 

becoming concepts, which Ginsborg runs close to committing. Or, purposiveness seems 

contradictory given Allison’s joint conception of harmony maximally as an ideal 

cognitive fit and also free play involving an unsettled activity of the imagination. Perhaps 
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in completing the cognitive project, by this I mean taking aesthetic judgments to simply 

be cognitions with metacontent, Guyer’s metacognitive interpretation represents the 

closest we can come to a non-problematic view of nature’s systematicity, which can only 

represent the any experience of purposiveness as un-cognizable metacontent that we find 

pleasurable. Any additional explication of this metacontent would take the value of 

aesthetic judgment outside of the realm of cognition, a violation of the overall project. 

Therefore, purposiveness represents the boundary of the cognitive approach to Kantian 

aesthetics. Needed, then, is an approach that can provide a reading for the metacontent 

revealed in aesthetic judgments; and, a reading that fits within Kant’s existing system of 

the faculties.  
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CHAPTER 2: AESTHETICIZED FACULTIES AND THE INTERPRETIVE 

APPROACH 

 

In the previous chapter we saw the limitations of cognitive approaches to Kantian 

aesthetics. Particularly, the problems arose with the idea of nature as systematically 

ordered. Cognitive views could not without significant issue account for this idea since, 

by definition, nature’s systematicity is something that cannot be known through concepts 

alone. As we saw, the significant concessions that the cognitive views had to accept were 

either a deflation of purposiveness to a merely logical claim, like Allison, the admittance 

that purposiveness is an unnecessary feature of Kant’s aesthetics from Guyer’s earlier 

work, or simply a non-cognizable metacontent that is merely pleasurable to our 

sensibility, which we get from Guyer’s more mature metacognitive reading. Either way, 

purposiveness represented a significant problem for this approach. Therefore, we must 

consider that Kant intended his aesthetics to go beyond the limitations of cognition and 

empirical experience in the first Critique. This chapter will look into a reading of Kantian 

aesthetics that opens the way for new experiential content and its value beyond what we 

receive from conceptual application. This will be what I call the ‘interpretive’ approach. 

Aesthetic experience under the interpretive view represents a new kind of value 

for aesthetic content. Further, this new content can be taken by the viewing subject and 

used in a manner that benefits them. As we will see in this chapter, there are a number of 

possible ways this meta-content can be valuable, for example in the realms of fine arts 

and sociability. The claim that aesthetic judgment yields content that can be used for the 

refinement of society in cultural and humanistic ways is the central claim of the 
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interpretive view. That is, experiences of beauty are valuable to us, not only in their 

ability to enhance cognitions, but to enrich other aspects of a specifically human life – a 

life that includes art and existence among other like-minded subjects. The value of the 

interpretive approach is not that it exclusively recognizes meta-content, since Guyer’s 

metacognitive reading does the very same; rather, the step the interpretive view takes is 

to provide an avenue to further assess the value of this content. Advocates for this general 

approach are Kirk Pillow and Rudolf Makkreel, although each offers a radically different 

way in which Kant’s aesthetics can be considered interpretive. Despite these differences, 

both interpretive accounts broadly claim that our aesthetic experience serves interpretive 

and hermeneutic ends aimed towards human life. It may in some cases aid cognition, but 

often serves social or aesthetic goals that do not supply anything to knowledge in the 

sense of cognition. Interpretive views seek to remove aesthetics from mere cognition and 

develop it in a more comprehensive and specifically human manner. In so doing, they 

offer an expanded picture of aesthetic judgment in general, and, as we will see in this 

chapter, either the understanding or the imagination. 

With the assertion of specifically aesthetic content that transcends cognition, it 

can rightfully be asked that any view adopting the existence of such content also provide 

an account of how our faculties are capable of comprehending this particular content. 

That is, the interpretive approach must explain how the faculties of the imagination and 

understanding can go beyond cognition. This calls for what I call the ‘aesthetic’ faculty, 

or either the imagination or the understanding in a specifically aesthetic function 

distinguished from their cognitive role. The inclusion of an aesthetic aspect of either 

faculty, however, raises certain problems pertaining to Kant’s own doctrine of the 
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faculties. Stated briefly, for the interpretive approach to succeed, Kant’s conception of 

the faculties must allow space for an aesthetic, interpretive faculty. We will see how both 

Pillow and Makkreel attempt to achieve this within the Kantian framework. 

Section 2.1 covers the first interpretive model offered by Pillow, which hinges on 

his concept of an ‘aesthetic understanding’. Pillow will suggest that the understanding 

represents an aesthetic faculty capable of using the content from aesthetic judgments 

towards social ends. There will be issues with Pillow’s approach, in particular its impact 

on Kant’s transcendental project. The main purpose of introducing Pillow’s view will be 

to demonstrate the need for a free and independent imagination in considerations of 

Kant’s aesthetics. With the aesthetic understanding and its foundational problems thus 

described, I will introduce Makkreel’s interpretive approach in Section 2.2, which 

specifically points to the imagination as the interpretive faculty capable of applying the 

aesthetic content to human life. Finally, in Section 2.3, I will discuss the issues raised by 

Makkreel’s interpretive approach and offer my evaluation of his treatment of the 

imagination. In conclusion, the imagination’s specifically aesthetic capacity will provide 

an opening to begin the critical reexamination of the imagination as a dual role faculty 

later in this project. 

2.1: Pillow’s Aesthetic Understanding 

Pillow offers an interpretive view of Kantian aesthetics in his essay, 

“Understanding Aestheticized.” Aesthetic judgment under his view has the added value 

of providing clarity or direction on a realm of human existence beyond what is covered in 

cognition. This added dimension impacts other features of our lives, in addition to the 

realm of knowledge. In this way, Pillow’s aesthetic understanding forms an interpretive 
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relationship with knowledge, where the value found in our aesthetic judgments influences 

our cognitive capacities. Pillow speaks of “the context dependence of epistemic practices, 

the interpretive dimension of knowing, and the social or intersubjective nature of 

inquiry”62. That is, Pillow is pointing to how our knowledge of the world is influenced 

and enriched by interpretation, aesthetics, and the social dynamics of our knowledge.  

Recall that with the earlier cognitive approaches, metacontent remained an issue 

for conceptualization in that, by definition, it existed beyond the reach of the 

understanding as a concept-applying faculty. Otherwise stated, cognition only covered 

the sensible manifold amenable to concept application. Pillow claims that “this seeming 

irrelevance of the aesthetic to cognition is the result of an impoverished conception of 

cognition”63. So, Pillow issue with cognitive approaches is not necessarily their reduction 

of Kant’s aesthetics into his theory of cognition; rather, the problem is not having the 

complete view of cognition in the first place. This narrow picture of cognition arose from 

the understanding as simply a faculty for the application of concepts. Now, if the 

understanding has an aesthetic, or imaginative, aspect capable of ordering the synthesized 

sensory manifold in new and unique ways, then it is possible that its activities in this 

respect can operate on the metacontent. As Pillow writes: 

Conceiving understanding broadly as inclusive of both cognitive and 
aesthetic dimensions will provide a critical perspective on the divide 
between aesthetic and cognitive judgments in Kant’s thought, but will also 

 
62 Pillow, 2006, 246 
 
63 Ibid. Here Pillow directly references Longueness as providing the impoverished view of 

cognition. While cognitive views such as Allison, Ginsborg, and Guyer, have an increased view of the 
imagination, I contend that Pillow’s indictment of poverty still stands. That is, even given the expansive 
view of cognition, there remain problematic limitations in reference to the additional content of aesthetic 
judgment. 
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remind us that Kant opens the way to recognizing human understanding as 
an interpretive endeavor.64  

The argument is that the division between aesthetics and cognition can be dissolved by 

making our conceptual faculty interpretive. As we will see, this is done with some 

surprising results for not only aesthetic judgment and the understanding, but for Kant’s 

overall transcendental project. We see how Pillow conceives this particular view of the 

understanding. 

Under Pillow’s interpretation, the faculty of understanding can be described in 

two ways: 1) coherentist and 2) interpretive. Pillow describes the coherentist version of 

the understanding as follows: “As coherentist, understanding makes claims that depend 

for their meaning and referential power on their position in a larger whole of established 

claims”65. This means the ground for a cognition is the context in which it is made. So, 

for example, the claim that something is a tree depends on an existing context of trees 

that differentiates them from bushes, shrubs, etc. The claim ‘this x is a tree’ under the 

coherentist view, is not a reference to an objective fact of the matter; rather, it indicates 

the experiential object’s position within an existing web of references of things we call 

‘tree.’ “Understanding,” according to Pillow, “is guided by the regulative goal of 

ordering hypotheses and findings into consistent systems of thought, which means that 

one measure of the validity of new claims is how well they cohere with what we already 

hold firmly.”66 So, the very fact of the understanding applying a concept to the sensible 

 
64 Ibid., 247. 
 
65 Ibid., 248. 
 
66 Ibid. 
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manifold and thereby generating an object of experience is predicated upon this 

experience being coherent within the boundaries of prior knowledge.  

Without this coherence, Pillow seems committed to claim that we would not have 

an experience in the Kantian sense. Further, given this coherentist view of the 

understanding, we could reasonably consider certain strong or convincing experiences to 

amend, revise, or refine our existing conceptual schemes. Our conceptual apparatus is 

thus impacted and determined in a substantial matter by experience, history, and belief. 

This leads Pillow to what is, by my estimation, a shockingly non-Kantian claim. He 

writes, “Understanding is thus constrained in its claims by a history of cognitive 

commitments, many of which we are unlikely to revise or reject”67. Viewed in this 

manner, our concepts do not guarantee objective validity based on their transcendental 

status as grounds for experience; rather, objectivity is grounded in a sense of shared 

commitments that are unlikely to be revised in the face of experience. 

The coherentist understanding is problematic given the Kantian framework. 

Without necessary features grounding experience, the transcendental project itself is 

impossible, making Pillow’s claims of an interpretive understanding implausible, or at 

the very least non-Kantian. I consider Pillow’s work to not be valuable in its conclusions, 

but rather in its response to prevailing interpretations in Kant scholarship. In particular, 

and in line with my own criticism of the cognitive approaches, Pillow is reacting to the 

problem of nature’s systematicity given the cognitive construction. It is the systematic 

view of nature and our tendency to adopt it as a principle that motivates the coherentist 

understanding. To link his aesthetic understanding to purposiveness Pillow states, “the 

 
67 Ibid. 
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sheer empirical diversity of physical laws and organic forms discovered in nature can 

hardly be accounted for by the bare categorical structures the mind contributes to the 

unity of experience”68. Pillow correctly points out that nature’s systematicity goes beyond 

our conceptual abilities. Under his interpretive construction, the recognition of 

systematicity in nature is a prime example of why the understanding needs to step beyond 

its mere conceptual abilities, namely, to account for this ordering beyond concepts. 

Pillow recognizes that systematicity cannot be recognized through concepts alone; but 

rather, it is handled through the formation of a coherentist picture of nature where the 

ordering is never fully conceptualized but remains amenable. However, I take Pillow to 

miss something fundamental about the idea of systematicity. Where I take his view to err 

is in the fact that the aesthetic understanding is taken as capable deriving empirical 

knowledge, albeit contextual and coherent, from a principle that we adopt. The order of 

nature, like all knowledge in Pillow’s view, is contextual. That is, the kind of order we 

find in nature will depend on our own context and set of prior beliefs about how nature is 

constructed. This is not what Kant has in mind in reference to systematicity69. So, despite 

rightly pointing to what I take to be a critical issue in the cognitive approach, Pillow’s 

solution deflates the value of nature’s systematicity to a contextual view of nature. 

 
68 Ibid., 249. Here Pillow is referencing the claims in the First Introduction of the CPJ. The 

passage Pillow cites states that reflective judgment uses “a principle of the representation of nature as a 
system for our power of judgment, in which the manifold, divided into genera and species, makes it 
possible to bring all the natural forms that are forthcoming to concepts (of greater or lesser generality) 
through comparison.” CPJ, 20:212, footnote. 
 

69 This is not to mention the additional ways in which contextualism in nature’s systematicity 
threatens other claims made in the third Critique. Particularly vulnerable to this view is the moral and 
rational aspects that Kant indeterminately ascribes to nature. 
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The second feature of the aesthetic understanding is that it is interpretive. 

“Interpretive understanding,” according to Pillow, “construes objects, events, people, and 

abstract entities as rich deposits of contextualized meaning and strives to make sense of 

them comprehensively”70. The interpretive understanding then takes any object of 

experience beyond its empirical factors and considers their full expression within the 

context. So, for example, the aesthetic understanding would take a rose as more than 

simply its red color, shape, fragrance, etc. In addition to these features, the understanding 

might also take the rose to carry with it the idea that beauty has its risks, or that 

everything beautiful eventually wilts and perishes. Pillow might argue that to know what 

a rose is requires understanding its poetic value in addition to its objective features. As a 

consequence of being subject to contextual influences, knowledge is also impacted by 

new connections made through the aesthetic understanding. As Pillow writes, “Striking 

new metaphors reinterpret things in ways that often require reconfiguration or rejection of 

previously held commitments”71. Knowledge, resulting from context and shared 

commitments, could be altered by the understanding’s interpretations, even if these 

connections between new experiences are purely metaphorical72. If the aesthetic 

understanding is successful in interpreting a metaphor, it bears on our very structures of 

experience, and for Pillow our shared commitments.  

 
70 Pillow, 2006, 251. 
 
71 Ibid., 252. 
 
72 Here is where Pillow differs from a view like Allison. Both open the way for our cognitive 

faculties to consider metaphorical connections between multiple objects and concepts. However, Allison 
will not claim that this activity yields a knowledge-claim on par with regular cognition. Pillow exceeds 
Allison’s multicognitive approach with the further claim that the products of Allison’s multicognitive free 
play become knowledge claims themselves. 
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With the coherentist and interpretive understanding so described, we are in a 

position to consider the consequences of Pillow’s view. In short, Pillow sinks the 

transcendental project. Understanding under this view does not guarantee objective 

knowledge or a uniform shape of experience. If the understanding is interpretive, then it 

is worth questioning the status of intuitions like space and time as well. Pillow raises this 

specter of collapsing the transcendental project when he writes, “Our shared efforts at 

understanding require us to seek maximal agreement on what cognitive commitments 

will for now condition our continued inquiries”73. The central feature of Kant’s 

transcendental project is to reveal the conditions of experience. We do not utilize 

concepts in a utilitarian sense, i.e., because we get the most out of them. Rather, our 

experiences are not possible without their application. With the status of concepts in 

question, understanding cannot be said to supply the conditions for experience outside of 

a particular set of shared commitments. Pillow seems to accept this consequence in 

stating, “Understanding in the broad sense is shared across communities whose 

communality is a function of shared commitments”74. I argue that all cognition given this 

view becomes a matter of universal subjectivity, rather than objectivity75. That is, when 

we make a claim about any experience, given Pillow’s view, we are relying on shared 

context to ground our statement, not any feature of the object. This shared context might 

 
73 Pillow, 2006, 260. Italics added. 
 
74 Ibid., 259. 
 
75 Pillow suggests this be called ‘localized universality,’ Pillow, 2006, 264.  I consider this an 

attempt to avoid the criticism of his view that all functions of the interpretive understanding are aesthetic, 
and therefore pleasurable. My charge that all knowledge becomes subjectively universal under his view 
reveals the ‘all experience is aesthetic’ feature of Pillow’s interpretation, making it advisable for him to 
introduce new terminology. What he does not do, however, is justify this new category of normativity as 
distinct from Kant’s conception of subjective universality.  
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even be so broad as to include all humans; however, as we see above, that broad, even 

perhaps universal context, would be a feature derived from human experience not a 

transcendental feature that makes experience possible. The contingency of shared 

experience calls into question the universal necessity of experience in Kant, thereby 

scuttling the transcendental project. 

2.2 Makkreel’s Interpretive Approach 

In the previous section, we saw Pillow alter the understanding into an interpretive 

faculty, capable of revising and amending its own concepts based on new experiences. 

This led to a fundamentally non-Kantian, coherentist position that threatened the 

transcendental grounding for sensible experience. Makkreel offers a different approach to 

the goal of finding an interpretive faculty that can go beyond the boundaries of cognition. 

Central to Makkreel’s interpretive approach is the imagination as an aesthetic, 

interpretive faculty. In this section, we will see how Makkreel’s consideration of the 

imagination as the source of interpretation in aesthetic experience overcomes the core 

problems of Pillow’s view and opens space for a more comprehensive view of both the 

third Critique and Kantian aesthetics. 

The key feature of Makkreel’s view is his emphasis on the imagination as a free 

and independent faculty in the third Critique76. Before moving onto that particular work, 

Makkreel brings the imagination into central focus by noting its productive power. He 

notes, “The central function of the imagination that is disclosed in the Objective 

 
76 Makkreel does not claim that the imagination demonstrates freedom in the first Critique, instead 

adopting the position that it remains essentially subsumed by the understanding in its synthetic and 
schematic roles. He does, however, point to a productive capacity.   
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Deduction is, however, productive”77. Beyond its reproductive activity, which already 

presupposes the a priori conditions for experience, the imagination also has a productive 

function. As Kant notes in the A-Deduction, “But only the productive synthesis of the 

imagination can take place a priori; for the reproductive synthesis rests on conditions 

of experience” (CPR, A118). The productive imagination is the mediation of the 

imagination between sensibility on one end and our conceptual apparatus on the other to 

guarantee the unity across all objects of experience. That is, the application of the 

categories of the understanding to sensibility requires a productive imagination. Makkreel 

notes the figurative, or image forming, elements in the imagination’s synthetic activity in 

bridging sensibility and the categories of the understanding78. He writes, “Kant gives no 

explicit reason why he chose to rename this synthesis a ‘figurative synthesis,’ but the 

term ‘figurative’ aptly suggests the graphic, more spatial qualities that the imagination 

contributes to synthesis”79. Makkreel is pointing to a specific function of the imagination 

in its figurative synthesis – its ability to shape, or form, images that connect sensibility 

and the understanding. However, this ability, while in the service of the understanding for 

its role in concept application, comes from nowhere but the imagination itself. So, in 

order to access the power of the imagination, Makkreel points to its specifically 

productive power.  

Moving into Makkreel’s conception of the imagination based on the third 

Critique, we see a distinct role for this faculty emerge that was not present in the previous 

 
77 Makkreel, 1990, 29. 
 
78 In the B-Edition, Kant specifically renames the transcendental synthesis of the imagination to 

“figurative synthesis (synthesis speciosa)”, as opposed to intellectual synthesis (synthesis intellectualis), 
which is a synthesis of the understanding. See CPR, B151. 

 
79 Makkreel, 1990, 30. 
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accounts. That is, the cognitive approach saw aesthetic judgment as a function of 

cognition and Pillow’s aestheticized understanding paid little attention to the 

imagination’s role in forming specifically aesthetic experience. For Makkreel, aesthetic 

judgments allow the imagination to take center stage. Makkreel writes:  

In the Critique of Pure Reason the figurative syntheses of the imagination 
were restricted by the aims of definite objective cognition and strictly 
bound by the laws of the understanding. The aesthetic imagination, being 
productive and self-activating, is freer than that.80  

According to Makkreel, the difference in the imagination between the first and third 

Critiques is one of freedom and self-activity. The imagination is subservient to the 

understanding in determined judgments, like cognition. However, in the case of aesthetic 

activity, the imagination becomes free from these limitations and can pursue its own 

ways of shaping experience. In this way, Makkreel’s view is vital to conceiving an 

independent imaginative faculty. It is the first iteration of a specific power of the 

imagination outside of the limitations of cognition in general, and the understanding in 

particular. It is for that reason we will spend this section discussing the interpretive shift 

from the first to the third Critique and its impact on the value of aesthetic judgment. 

Despite the increased freedom enjoyed by the imagination in aesthetic judgment, 

Makkreel makes sure to stop short of granting the imagination complete freedom to form 

appearances. The imagination maintains some link, or grounding, with the understanding, 

even in its free play. Makkreel states, “The ‘free conformity’ of the aesthetic imagination 

to the laws of the understanding means that the imagination may not violate the categorial 

framework of the understanding, although it may explicate possibilities left open by that 

 
80 Ibid., 46.  
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framework”81. That is, the imagination is free to work within the boundaries of our 

conceptual apparatus, but this does not entail that its activity is determined by the 

understanding. However, the imagination is not capable of drawing too drastic of a 

relationship between the sensible material and our existing concepts. Instead, it may draw 

upon other possibilities present that are not utilized in regular cognition, like the 

connection of thorns on a rose to indicate the danger of love and attraction to beauty82. 

So, while the imagination may attain a self-activating role in aesthetic judgment, it still 

remains in harmony with our conceptual apparatus, the understanding, because there 

remains an empirical cognition to ground the experience. 

What Makkreel is suggesting in his picture of aesthetic experience is an increased 

or wider field of possibilities represented than what is given in regular cognition. That is, 

rather than the imagination providing new possibilities for future cognitions, the aesthetic 

imagination reveals a new field of possible experiences that transcend our cognitive 

capacities. These new forms of experience are different from cognition in that they do not 

aid our empirical understanding of the world. To defend this expansive statement, 

Makkreel writes: 

Kant himself seems to withdraw aesthetic apprehension from the sphere of 
knowledge by saying that it occurs without a concept for a definite 

 
81 Ibid., 47. The reason here for maintaining the connection between imagination and the 

framework of the categories is the fear of imaginative products becoming flights of fancy, or subjects to the 
capriciousness of the imagination. This claim is meant to avoid the slip into intellectual intuition in the 
Hegelian sense. See Chapter 7 for more on the line between Kantian imagination and the Hegelian collapse 
of imagination into reason. 

 
82 Here Makkreel is close to the multicognitive view proposed in Allison, 2001. I take the 

difference to rest on which each consider to be the fundamental value of aesthetic experience. Allison, as 
we have seen, sees the value of free play considering multiple possible applications as beneficial towards 
future cognitions. Makkreel does not commit to this, but rather indicates that the imagination’s activity in 
multiple interpretations of an experience are towards aesthetic, poetic, social, etc. value. That is, aesthetic 
experience increases our ability to think more deeply in terms of aesthetic relations, or towards our social 
goals.  
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cognition, this means no more than aesthetic judgments do not add to our 
stock of empirical knowledge.83  

So, rather than limiting the value of aesthetic experience to cognition, Makkreel is 

suggesting that Kant’s removal of aesthetic judgment from knowledge simply means that 

its value lies elsewhere84. Further, this interpretation of Kant’s aesthetics also dissolves 

the possibility of aesthetics being a defective, or lesser, form of empirical experience85. 

So, what we have in Makkreel’s view is the aesthetic imagination opening up a new 

territory of relations that exceed cognitive experience. However, unlike the earlier 

metacognitive approach which drew the boundary at this point, Makkreel’s interpretive 

view has brought forth the productive imagination for the next step. That is, the aesthetic 

imagination can operate in this new field revealed through aesthetic experience and free 

play. 

If aesthetic judgment reaches beyond cognition and discloses a new field for 

potential experience, it is worth asking what exactly this new field is that Makkreel 

claims is the territory of the aesthetic imagination. Makkreel describes this new field as 

‘life.’ Not merely restricting this definition to life to its biological sense, Makkreel points 

out that life in this context “is used more broadly to convey a sense of vitality that also 

 
83 Makkreel, 1990, 51. 
 
84 This is my justification for separating Makkreel’s view from other cognitive views despite some 

sources considering Makkreel a precognitive or multicognitive interpreter of Kantian free play. Similarities 
between Makkreel and Allison has already been covered. Guyer classifies Makkreel’s view of the aesthetic 
imagination as precognitive, despite Makkreel’s claim in Imagination and Interpretation that placing the 
imagination within “a precognitive sphere” contributes to its status as “an unconsummated or inferior mode 
of knowledge.” Guyer’s argument for this classification is that for Makkreel we are aware of an 
indeterminate satisfaction of a schematism of the categories in aesthetic judgment.  See Guyer, 2005b, 84 
and Makkreel, 1990, 51 and Makkreel, 2006, 242. 

 
85 See Makkreel, 2006 for his refutation of Longuenesse’s view of reflection and reflective 

judgments. 
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encompasses our mental life”86. Here Makkreel is pointing to a comprehensive view of 

life that includes our biological life, but also includes our mental experiences, social 

existence, aesthetic endeavors, and ethical projects87. It is a very extensive and 

complicated field that Makkreel gives to our aesthetic imagination. Further, it is 

approached in a fundamentally different manner than the domain of empirical experience. 

In terms of the latter, the imagination is given parts, namely particular iterations of the 

sensible manifold, and is tasked with aiding the understanding to bring these particulars 

into relation with the universal. This is the idea of concept application. However, the 

imagination’s activity in terms of the broad field of life moves in the opposite direction. 

That is, the imagination first approaches the unified whole and then must make its 

distinctions from there. 

 Makkreel points to this feature of the aesthetic imagination in the following 

passage:  

In aesthetic consciousness the feeling of life gives an immediate access to 
the overall state of mind of the subject, so that instead of helping to 
synthesize representations, the imagination serves to fashion a pervasive 
but indeterminate unity into a more determinate unity.88  

So, rather than synthesize disparate pieces of the sensible manifold, the imagination takes 

an existing unity and attempts to make it more understandable, or determinate89. 

 
86 Makkreel, 1990, 88. 
 
87 Makkreel, keeping in mind Guyer’s metacognitive approach, describes his own view as ‘meta-

experiential’ in that our imagination operates on that which exceeds experience as defined in the Critique of 
Pure Reason towards the goal of combining these into a comprehensive human existence. See Makkreel, 
2006, 242-243. 

 
88 Makkreel, 1990, 106. 
 
89 Makkreel notices a shift in the German word translated as ‘comprehensive,’ from synthetisch to 

zusammenhängend. Synthetisch is the result of synthesis or has been acted upon by our synthetic capacities 
that ground experience.  Zusammenhängend, however, means something that is inherently unified without 
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Makkreel calls this particular activity of the aesthetic imagination ‘articulation.’ 

Articulation is the imagination forming a more determinate order within the already 

unified field of life that is revealed through aesthetic experience. Another way to think of 

this is the following: “Synthesis moves from parts to wholes, articulation from wholes to 

parts”90. Therefore, what we have in aesthetic judgment and for the aesthetic imagination 

to operate upon is this already unified territory of life, which encompasses a wide variety 

of human activities beyond our empirical ordering of nature. Makkreel gives some idea 

about what these articulations of the imagination might look like in terms of human life. 

For example, Makkreel describes the idea of the republican state symbolized as an 

organic body “as a politically applied aesthetic idea”91. This suggests that these 

articulations of the imagination can be relevant to many facets of human life and 

experience. So, aesthetic ideas under this view may be applied politically, but also 

socially, historically, and into any other field that the interpretation finds appropriate. The 

aesthetic imagination, then, is given the task of articulating this expansive whole into 

more determinate, or understandable, parts.  

Building further on this perspective, we can use Makkreel’s concluding remarks 

on the interpretive imagination, to suggest a picture of the real implications of the 

interpretive model for Kantian aesthetics. I began this task in my previous discussion of 

Makkreel’s conception of life as a comprehensive, unified field of meaning upon which 

the aesthetic imagination operates. From this picture, we can grasp what Makkreel means 

 
the synthetic processes that we bring to bear on experience. So, what the imagination operates on here 
already demonstrates a unity prior to our own ordering. See Makkreel, 1990, 97. 

 
90 Ibid., 106. 
 
91 Ibid., 127. 
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when he speaks of the aesthetic imagination as a faculty of orientation towards life. 

Makkreel writes:  

These feelings of life orient us as we judge the things around us as either 
adding to or detracting from the value of our existence. They help us to 
evaluate the significance of things in relation to life as a whole[.]92  

Rather than guided by the interest of empirical knowledge, the aesthetic imagination is 

capable of evaluating experiences, appearances, objects of sense, etc. in terms of their 

value to our life. As I noted above, this could be the furtherance of our biological life, but 

the value articulated by the aesthetic imagination reveals a broader picture of human 

life93. From this we can analyze further into this view of Kantian aesthetics. Realms of 

human experience that exceed our empirical concepts become the territory for the 

interpretive, or aesthetic, imagination. Therefore, what Makkreel provides is a way of 

using the interpretive imagination to illuminate a broader field of human experience. Or, 

more precisely, the imagination becomes the integral faculty for taking the unified picture 

of human life and articulating it in terms of progress, the expansion of freedom, etc. Of 

course, these articulations cannot serve as rules. Human experience provides exceptions; 

however, this is why the imagination’s productive capacity becomes critical for 

Makkreel. The imagination interprets the unified field of human experience that allows 

 
92 Ibid., 156. 
 
93 Makkreel uses history as an example for the real application of the aesthetic imagination 

towards the furtherance of life. “[A]ny reflective judgment about political history is merely an indirect 
appropriation of the moral insights of reason and must also rely on experiential intimations of progress and 
aesthetic symbols of hope for its orientation.” Political history is a realm where the mechanical view of 
nature provides a limited evaluation of experience. In addition, a purely practical understanding of events in 
political history would lead to despair as events fall short of the dictates of reason. Makkreel makes specific 
mention of Kant’s enthusiasm towards the French Revolution. So, we require an interpretive faculty 
capable of finding, albeit incompletely, the existence of progress, rationality, human goodness, etc. in our 
analyses of political history.  See Makkreel, 1990, 169. 
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humanity to find value in experience beyond empirical laws, even when the experience 

falls short of the ideas of reason. 

2.3: Evaluation of Makkreel’s Interpretive Imagination 

Makkreel’s interpretive view places the aesthetic imagination at the forefront of 

interpreting, or articulating, value within the field of human life that contains aspects of 

our existence like aesthetics, politics and history. Under his view, the imagination 

demonstrates a productive capacity to articulate the unified field of life that helps us 

understand aspects of human life that cannot be conceptualized. Therefore, the 

interpretive imagination is a critical tool for understanding the broader context of a 

specifically human existence that transcends biology but does not reach the level of 

purely rational existence. In my analysis of the interpretive views of Kantian aesthetics, I 

will evaluate the successes of Makkreel’s approach and point to where I consider it to be 

problematic within the context of Kant’s Critical framework. That is, contrary to the 

cognitive approaches, Makkreel’s interpretive imagination provides an avenue for the 

meta-experiential aspects of nature’s purposiveness. In addition, Makkreel’s interpretive 

account is able to reduce some of the problems inherent in an interpretive approach like 

Pillow’s. However, there will remain certain concerns in terms of Kant’s transcendental 

project, in particular the strength of universal subjectivity for aesthetic judgments94.  

It has been the goal of this chapter to find a way to step over the cognitive 

boundary. I stated at the beginning that what was necessary to this aim is the introduction 

of a specifically aesthetic faculty in the case of aesthetic judgment. Makkreel offers the 

 
94 In addition to this criticism of the interpretive view in general, in Chapter 4 I offer further 

commentary on Makkreel’s strong division between the imagination in the first Critique and its role in the 
third Critique. 
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imagination as a faculty capable of exceeding the limits set by our concepts through his 

conception of a unified field of life that becomes the territory for the interpretive 

imagination’s articulations, or the meaning of specific parts derived from a greater whole. 

That is, the articulations of the imagination in its interpretive capacity are precisely the 

kind of meaning we can derive from the ‘metacontent’ that was off limits for the 

cognitive approach. Makkreel notes this aspect of the set of ideas that relate to the 

aesthetic imagination. “These ideas,” he writes, “are used to discern order and meaning in 

aspects of experience left contingent by the laws of the understanding”95. Where our 

application of concepts to experience falls short, as is the case with judgments of beauty, 

the activity of the imagination becomes the vehicle for value above our regular 

cognitions. This value extends into social, political, and historical realms of inquiry as 

well. So, by Makkreel’s reading, we have interpretive access to the metacontent of 

aesthetic experience.  

But does this entail that nature’s systematicity is also covered as part of the 

imagination’s articulation of metacontent? It is clear that Makkreel sees the historic and 

political advantages of the interpretive imagination as more central to his view96. 

However, there is room within his interpretation to find a systematic view of nature 

within the field of the aesthetic imagination. Makkreel makes Kant’s idea of natural 

purposiveness amenable to his picture by stating, “Kant makes it evident that concept of a 

 
95 Makkreel, 1990, 112. 
96 See Makkreel, 1990, Chapter 7, “Teleological Ideas and the Authentic Interpretation of 

History.” Here Makkreel makes his case for the ultimate value of our interpretive capacities as moving 
humanity toward the ends prescribed by reason. I do not necessarily disagree with Makkreel’s assessment 
that this is the value Kant places on aesthetic and teleological judgment in the third Critique; however, 
there are concerns with giving the imagination too much power over articulating the ends of humanity 
without the intervention of reason. Unfortunately, a full evaluation of my view in this regard is outside the 
scope of this project.  
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purposiveness of nature is nothing more than a subjective mode of representing nature, 

or, to use more contemporary language, of interpreting it”97. Here, Makkreel notes that 

the concept of purposiveness is outside of our cognitive capacities. Therefore, it is open 

to the interpretive activities of the imagination. We might look to the above picture of life 

as a comprehensive field of meaning encompassing biological as well as mental life for 

an idea of what nature’s systematicity would be under this view. We can interpret the 

mechanical function of nature revealed through cognition as being oriented toward the 

goal of preserving and promoting life in both the biological and the human sense. So, for 

example, we can view nature in terms of a united biological system, where we then 

articulate the relations between each part that sustains the whole98. Makkreel’s view then 

allows the next step beyond this view of nature to one supporting a specifically human 

existence, or mental life. In this way, Makkreel can incorporate nature’s systematicity 

into an interpretation of nature that supports human life as moving towards social, 

political, and historical ends. This is achieved through Makkreel’s broad conception of 

life as revealed through aesthetic experience and articulated by the interpretive 

imagination. 

The interpretive imagination does not risk a coherentist view of knowledge, like 

we saw with the aesthetic understanding. This is because the imagination is not the 

faculty tasked with universalizing experience into knowledge through the application of a 

concept. Rather, by making the imagination interpretive, Makkreel’s position allows the 

 
97 Makkreel, 2006, 229. 
 
98 We can consider this ‘organic’ nature, where each part supports the whole. However, 

understanding each part requires a prior conception of the purpose of the whole. For example, we can 
understand the mechanisms of transport of liquids and air under pressure; however, to understand the 
purpose of the heart and lungs, which function in accord with these laws, one must first assume that each 
exists to support the life of an organism. 
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connections we draw in aesthetics, politics, history, etc., to be useful based on the 

articulations provided by the interpretive imagination. While this in itself is not 

objectionable, my contention is a matter of degree to which Makkreel’s view relies on 

contingency. That is, where Pillow’s coherentism was objectionable based on the 

substance of his claim, my issue with Makkreel is the extent to which he deflates the 

strength of the connections made by the interpretive imagination. We can see the 

deflation of what Makkreel calls ‘aesthetic consensus,’ which is the force behind our 

aesthetic claims, with the introduction of his scale of aesthetic consensus:  

(1) a shared pleasure that is the product of a common background, (2) a 
general pleasure that is reflective or comparative in a purifying sense – 
here the subject abstracts from its private particularities – and (3) Kant’s 
own ideal of a shared aesthetic pleasure that is universal in claiming to be 
valid for all human beings.99 

(1) is an aesthetic judgment based on an assortment of prejudices that could include age, 

culture, geographic location, etc. (2) is what Makkreel claims Kant to have justified in his 

account of taste, that is a judgment that is simply purified from personal taste, or various 

other contingent idiosyncrasies, that may impact our aesthetic judging100. (3) is an 

aesthetic claim that seeks universal assent. In this way, Makkreel’s interpretive 

imagination is capable of satisfying (1) and (2), but not (3). It is possible, even likely, that 

the articulations of unified experience will have more overlap between those who share a 

similar worldview. Additionally, it is possible for the imagination to look at the field of 

life from the perspective of generality, rather than towards the interests of this one 

particular life, and form articulations for a more general view of human experience. This, 

 
99 Makkreel, 2006, 234.  
 
100 Ibid. Makkreel takes this to be the extent of the power of claims of beauty. 
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I assume, is what Makkreel has in mind for aesthetic consensus of the second variety. 

Makkreel, however, stops short of (3), claiming that this kind of claim is outside the 

realm of the interpretive imagination101. Therefore, the force that aesthetic judgments 

have is based simply in their lack of prejudice, or the kind of proof justified in (2) as 

purified of personal idiosyncrasy. However, it is unclear how an unprejudiced view in 

itself is enough to ground the connection between nature and reason. That Kant intends 

the connection between nature and reason to have pure, a priori, grounds is clear through 

aesthetic judgments. A merely unprejudiced view does not serve to guarantee these 

grounds.  

Makkreel also wants the products of the interpretive imagination to bear upon 

human life in general through their influence on social, political, and historical facets of 

our existence. My concern here is how this is possible if aesthetic judgment, as the 

vehicle through which we receive the unified picture of life and the interpretive 

imagination, is grounded merely in its lack of prejudice. Or, if the articulations of the 

aesthetic imagination are to provide a distinctly human view on politics or history, they 

require a force for agreement beyond their lack of an interest or personal preference. 

Makkreel, however, seems committed to accepting that an aesthetic judgment carries 

merely a presumption of agreement, which is short of the normative force of a demand 

for agreement, or even an expectation. Instead, aesthetic judgments should point to 

something like a universal expectation of agreement despite their indeterminate nature. 

 
101 Makkreel examines Kant’s word Zumutung, translated by Longuenesse as ‘demand’ and by 

Guyer and Matthews as ‘expectation.” Makkreel offers a more modest, or deflated, translation of Zumutung 
as ‘presumption.’ That is, we merely presume others will agree with or aesthetic claims, rather than carry 
any expectation of their assent. See Makkreel, 2006, 235, n. 44. 
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Makkreel steps back from opening this possibility for aesthetic judgments102. It is not 

clear how aesthetic judgments are intended to provide a pure, a priori ground for the 

subjective universality that Kant intends. In this way, the interpretive imagination 

deflates the universal grounds for assent in aesthetic judgments to a mere presumption of 

agreement. 

2.4 Conclusion – Assessing the Interpretive Approach 

The interpretive approach demonstrated a way forward from the boundaries of the 

cognitive approach. Each interpretive reading put forward an aesthetic faculty that is 

capable of either interpreting knowledge claims based on a coherentist view of the world, 

like we saw with Pillow’s aesthetic understanding, or interpreting the content beyond the 

limit of our cognitive capacities, like that offered by Makkreel. In total, the interpretive 

approach signifies a break from the project of incorporating Kantian aesthetics into its 

cognitive use and allowed for a different relationship between the subject and meaning. 

Despite this step forward in terms of the cognitive boundary, however, there are certain 

problems with the interpretive approach in general and the particular manner in which 

each view aestheticized a faculty. As we saw with the aesthetic understanding, Pillow 

was required to jettison much of the transcendental grounding for our knowledge, despite 

Kant’s commitment to the overall transcendental project. In its place, Pillow suggested a 

more coherentist view of knowledge, where knowledge was grounded in its ‘fit’ within 

an existing referential system. Admittedly, this is not a Kantian view, since it risks the 

overall project of the Critiques. Therefore, the aesthetic understanding was considered to 

 
102 Yet, Makkreel seems to allow for it in cases of teleological judgments. See Makkreel, 1990, 

Chapters 7 & 8. 
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be a fairly untenable solution for stepping over the cognitive boundary within the Kantian 

framework. 

Makkreel, however, softened the impact of an interpretive view. By instead 

drawing a hard line between knowledge and aesthetic meaning, Makkreel was able to 

preserve the grounding for cognition while allowing for a specifically interpretive faculty 

to be active in aesthetic experience. This opened the way for a more expansive role of the 

imagination in the third Critique. Makkreel used this space to claim life as the realm of 

meaning revealed in our experiences of beauty. The interpretive imagination, confronted 

by a unified and comprehensive field of meaning, set forth to articulate within this 

expansive territory. Makkreel indicated that these articulations would include political, 

historical, and social meanings that sit somewhere between contingency and the dictates 

of reason. However, it is worth pointing out that under this view, aesthetic value is 

merely one possible articulation amongst many, with no privileged position.  

In addition to aesthetic value sharing the room with other possible forms of 

expression, Makkreel’s picture comes with further concerns. First, while Makkreel was 

able to soften much of Pillow’s edge in terms of the transcendental project, this was at the 

cost of deflating some of the claims of aesthetic judgments. Makkreel is committed to 

accepting that an aesthetic judgment carries merely a presumption of agreement, which is 

short of the normative force of a demand for agreement, or even an expectation. So, given 

the interpretive view, we must weaken the grounds of the universality of our aesthetic 

judgments. In the same way, Makkreel’s view walks back the implications of our ability 

to judge aesthetically. Whereas Kant seems to want aesthetic experience to reveal a 

normative ground that demands agreement, Makkreel deflates this claim to merely 
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demonstrating our ability to judge without interests or prejudice. While the removal of 

prejudice and idiosyncrasy certainly is a feature of Kantian aesthetic judgments, it is 

unclear how an unprejudiced view in itself is enough to ground the connection between 

nature and reason.  

What is worth carrying forward, however, is that Makkreel was able to utilize the 

free and independent imagination. The third Critique, as Makkreel rightly recognizes, 

puts forward a version of the imagination that goes beyond the imagination of the first 

Critique. Now, we are in a position to look back to the Critique of Pure Reason in an 

attempt to find a picture of the imagination that better matches the need for a more 

powerful and independent faculty that arises out of the third Critique. What is needed is a 

more suitable picture of the imagination in the first Critique to bridge this gap between 

the imagination’s role in the development of cognition and its role in the formation of 

meaning for aesthetic experiences. This will be the goal of Chapter 3.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE IMAGINATION WITHIN THE STRUCTURE OF THE  

A-DEDUCTION 

 

In the previous chapter, we looked at the interpretive approaches to Kant’s 

aesthetics as a way to step over the boundary presented by cognitive readings. Makkreel’s 

interpretive approach broke with this picture of the limited, subsumed imagination and 

provided a reading of Kant where the imagination entered into a more full, 

comprehensive role as an independent faculty. With this in mind, the current chapter will 

consider what made Makkreel’s approach better able to account for the purposiveness of 

nature while curbing some of the imminent threats to the transcendental project that are 

inherent in a view that posits an aesthetic understanding within Kant’s framework. 

Makkreel’s strength, I claimed, was a result of allowing for a specifically interpretive 

imagination as a central component to not only Kant’s aesthetics, but his overall doctrine 

of the faculties. It is from this piece of insight that we will begin to unfold the method of 

the current chapter, namely the investigation into the ground for an independent 

imagination within Kant’s Critical framework. To this end, this chapter will consider the 

earlier A-Edition and the more often cited B-Edition to ascertain the role the imagination 

plays in the first Critique. The purpose will be to show that the A-Edition offers a more 

amenable description of the imagination than the one found in the later B-Edition.  

An investigation into the power of the imagination begins with a brief picture of 

the B-Deduction in Section 3.1. I begin my analysis here because of the preponderance of 
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scholarship that take this edition to be the final word on the Deduction103. I argue the B-

Deduction alone does not provide an adequate account for the imagination as an 

independent faculty, thereby leading to the lack of attention received by the imagination 

in Kant scholarship more generally. With this result in mind, I will turn to the A-

Deduction in Section 3.2. Here, like in the B-Edition, Kant concerns himself with 

demonstrating the objective reality of the categories. Otherwise stated, the issue at hand 

in the Deduction is to show how the categories of the understanding have an objective 

connection with the sensible manifold. However, unlike the later edition, the A-Edition 

establishes this objective reality through the faculty of the imagination. Before going into 

the specifics of the imagination, however, Section 3.2 will provide an overall view of the 

structure of arguments the A-Deduction. This will allow me to point to some of the issues 

within this section of the first Critique that the freedom of the imagination as an 

independent faculty can solve. Further, it sets the stage for Section 3.3, where the specific 

capacities of the imagination in the Deduction are laid out. In total, Sections 3.2 and 3.3 

are intended to provide a textual picture of the imagination within the A-Deduction as an 

independent faculty that serves the critical purpose of aiding in the proof of the objective 

reality of our concepts. In my conclusion, I will offer what I take to be a reading of the 

imagination coming out of the first Critique based primarily on its role in the A-

Deduction. This will provide a ground for the full exposition of the imagination in the 

third Critique.  

 

 
103 There are exceptions to this approach: Heidegger, 1990, Gibbons, 1994, and Ostaric, 2017. It is 

important to note that those who take the A-Deduction more seriously tend to be focused on the role of the 
imagination. 
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3.1: Understanding and Sensibility in the B-Edition 

With few exceptions, Kant scholarship has taken the B-Edition to carry more 

weight than its earlier counterpart. The emphasis given to the B-Edition is notable for this 

project because of the attention Kant does not pay to the imagination. In short, the B-

Edition lacks most of the language needed to justify the imagination as its own faculty. 

So, before going into an explanation of the claims and construction of the B-Edition, it is 

worth pointing out where Kant seems to shy away from the imagination in this edition. 

These points of change will be important in later discussions of the A-Edition and the 

faculty of the imagination. This section is not intended as a complete analysis of the B-

Deduction. Rather than discuss the intricacies of Kant’s arguments in this section, my 

goal is to clarify the imagination’s role in the application of concepts to sensible material 

in the B-Edition, which is a step to offering a more general illustration of Kant’s theory 

of the imagination104. Therefore, this section will focus specifically on the role of the 

imagination in the B-Edition. 

Rolf-Peter Horstmann describes the problem of the imagination in the B-Edition 

as Kant recognizing he is unable to distinguish a role for the imagination that is distinct 

from the understanding105. As such, one interpretation is that Kant chose to incorporate 

the role of the imagination within the function of the understanding. We can find 

 
104 This is additionally useful to more detailed treatments of the Deduction, since I contend that the 

imagination has been mostly overlooked in the scholarship. Important works on the Deduction can be 
found in Allison, 1983, Guyer, 1987, and 1992. 

 
105 See Horstmann, 2018, in particular Section 1.1 The Power of Imagination and Understanding. 

In this section Horstmann argues that there is some difficulty elucidating exactly where the imagination and 
understanding are separated in the deduction. Ultimately, Horstmann will offer a space for the imagination, 
but in a fairly limited role. 
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evidence of this view in a couple of passages in the B-Edition106. The first comes in one 

of Kant’s footnotes from B162. Kant writes, “It is one and the same spontaneity that, 

there under the name of imagination and here under the name of the understanding, 

brings combination into the manifold of intuition” (CPR, B162, note). Here Kant is 

noting that the imagination and the understanding are just different names for the same 

spontaneity that operates on the sensible manifold. Without additional explanation, this 

collapses the distinction between the two faculties into one. Since Kant uses the 

terminology of ‘understanding’ throughout the B-Edition, it is not a stretch to claim that 

the imagination and the understanding are meant to simply be the understanding. We can 

find additional evidence of the understanding sometimes called the imagination where 

Kant, while describing the understanding’s activity over the sensible manifold, claims the 

understanding acts on our sensible, passive faculties, “[u]nder the designation of a 

transcendental synthesis of the imagination” (CPR, B153). From these two indications, 

we have some evidence that the B-Edition represents an attempt by Kant to collapse the 

distinction between imagination and understanding. That is, the power of the imagination 

in the B-Edition is included under the faculty of the understanding. 

In order to understand Kant’s claims in the B-Deduction, it is first important to 

make note of the motivating issue that this section of the first Critique seeks to resolve. 

Without delving into the history of the philosophic problem at work here, the problem 

that the Deduction is meant to solve is how the concepts of the understanding are justified 

 
106 Horstmann will argue that B151 also contains evidence that the distinction is collapsed by 

pointing out that Kant calls both forms of synthesis (figurative and intellectual) transcendental. Kant in the 
following passages goes on to draw some distinction between these synthetic processes by delineating 
between the productive and reproductive imagination as a synthetic faculty of sorts. While Kant offers little 
more on this distinction, there is at least evidence to suggest that he intended some distinction; it is simply 
that he was not at all clear as to what that difference is. See Horstmann, 2018, 26, n.25. 
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to yield knowledge of appearances107. Horstmann focuses this problem as one to be 

solved in terms of the faculties. To explain this link between the sensible and conceptual, 

Horstmann writes that, “Kant’s answer depends on his theory of the cognitive faculties 

and capacities that have an influence on the formation of an empirical judgment, and that 

are required if a subject is to qualify as an epistemic subject”108. So, to answer the 

question of the Deduction, we must look at the subjective conditions, namely the 

faculties, and see how Kant conceives of their operations for empirical judgment. 

With the task set out in this manner, we can look to the B-Edition to see what 

faculties Kant claims are operative and what their activities entail. Kant opens the second 

section of the B-Edition with a picture of the two parts of cognition, describing their roles 

within his own framework as follows:  

The manifold of representations can be given in an intuition that is merely 
sensible, i.e., nothing but receptivity, and the form of this intuition can lie 
a priori in our faculty of representation without being anything other than 
the way in which the subject is affected. Yet, the combination of a 
manifold in general can never come to us through the senses, and therefore 
cannot already be contained in the pure form of sensible intuition; for it is 
an act of the spontaneity of the power of representation, and, since one 
must call the latter understanding, in distinction from sensibility, all 
combination, whether we are conscious of it or not, whether it is a 
combination of the manifold of intuition or of several concepts…is an 
action of the understanding which we would designate with general title 
synthesis[.] (CPR, B129-130) 

There are a number of things worth pulling out of this passage of the B-Edition. First, it 

sets out the picture of the sensible manifold as arising from our receptive faculty. 

However, the sensible manifold itself is not the full product of our faculties. The 

 
107 Kant, in the B-Edition, offers a set of paragraphs specifically making note of the historical 

aspect of this issue. He specifically mentions the attempts by Locke and Hume in answering this 
philosophic issue. See CPR, B127-129. 

 
108 Horstmann, 2018, 11. 
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understanding, which Kant describes in its spontaneity, also operates on the sensible 

manifold by combining the various sensible aspects of the manifold and concepts in a 

process that Kant designates as synthesis. So, the picture that we have of experience is in 

two parts: 1) the sensible manifold, or the various sense impressions that strike the 

affective faculty; and 2) the synthesizing, combining, power of the spontaneous 

understanding. This is, admittedly, a very brief gloss of Kant’s picture of experience in 

the B-Edition. However, it is worth remembering that the goal here is to elucidate the 

faculties at work in this version of the Deduction and their designated tasks. From even 

this short description, we already have the two faculties for cognition in the B-Edition: 

sensibility and the understanding109. 

Sensibility and the understanding then are the components that ground possible 

experience in the B-Edition. However, we return to the issue of how sense material can 

be suited to concept application. Without that, there is no guarantee that concepts contain 

what is sensibly reflected and objective knowledge becomes impossible. Kant begins the 

B-Deduction by telling us that the manifold of sensible experience can only be received 

through the sensible faculty. However, this sensible manifold can never achieve a unity, 

or ‘combination,’ without the activity of the understanding. This combination of our 

sensible experience is, as Kant states:  

[A]n action of the understanding, which would designate with the general 
title synthesis in order at the same time to draw attention to the fact that 
we can represent nothing as combined in the object without having 
previously combined it ourselves, and that among all representations 

 
109 There is the additional faculty, or capacity, of apperception that guarantees the unity of the 

synthesized manifold. Horstmann, with admitted difficulty, describes apperception as a faculty, despite 
Kant describing it as a synthesis (A-Edition) and a synthetic unity (B-Edition). See Horstmann, 2018, 12, 
n.8 for his explanation of apperception as a faculty. I consider the status of apperception in either version of 
the Deduction to not be a point of contention in this project. It is enough to claim that there is a unifying 
aspect that is conscious of the syntheses of representations in experience. 
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combination is the only one that is not given through objects but can be 
executed only by the subject itself, since it is an act of its self-activity. 
(CPR, B130) 

Given this picture, we can see that the understanding is responsible for the synthesis of 

the sensible manifold and concept into an object of experience. That is, the result of this 

activity of the understanding is the combination of the sensible material and a concept 

into an experienceable object. This, as Kant notes above, is the result of our subjective 

faculties, namely sensibility and the understanding, and not provided by the object 

itself110. 

Since the imagination is the primary point of interest in this project, I will move 

onto the inclusion of the imagination in the B-Edition. As I noted before, the imagination 

does not appear in this edition as its own faculty; rather, it is appended to either 

sensibility or some synthetic activities of the understanding. The sensible, or empirical, 

aspects of the imagination follow the principle of association in that the imagination is 

capable of relating one representation to another due to past experiences. For example, 

when I hear the sounds of a car horn, I associate this sound with an image of a car based 

on previous experience. In this way the imagination synthesizes, but the grounds are 

empirical, i.e., based on sensibility. The reproductive imagination is not particularly 

philosophically interesting because, as Horstmann points out, Kant “rightly considers the 

reproductive exercise of the imagination to be the object of empirical psychology and he 

sees no reason to challenge the views of it put forward by empirical psychologists”111. As 

 
110 Kant later introduces the unity of apperception to further ground the combination of the given 

manifold into a single consciousness. Chapter 3, Section 3.2 covers this aspect of the Deduction in terms of 
its appearance in the A-Edition and its relationship to the imagination.  
 

111 Horstmann, 2018, 5-6. 
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such, we can note the link with sensibility through the empirical grounds of its 

reproductive activities and move on to consider the imagination’s connection with the 

understanding in the B-Deduction. 

The earlier described synthesis of the sensible manifold Kant designates as 

‘figurative’ synthesis, which, must be considered as, “the transcendental synthesis of 

the imagination” (CPR, B151). The imagination here is described as “the faculty for 

representing an object without its presence in intuition” (CPR, B151). So, the 

understanding is responsible for the combination of the sensible manifold into a unity 

available for conceptual application. This synthesis of the sensible manifold, however, is 

the result of the synthesis of the imagination. As the faculty for representation without 

presence, the imagination is capable of presenting an intuition to the understanding for 

conceptual application. However, Kant differentiates this capacity of the imagination to 

bring an image before the understanding from its transcendental synthesis, which unifies 

the sensible manifold and thereby makes the manifold suitable for conceptual application. 

Of the transcendental synthesis of the imagination, Kant writes the following:  

[I]ts synthesis of intuitions, in accordance with the categories, 
must be the transcendental synthesis of the imagination, which is an 
effect of the understanding on sensibility and its first application (and at 
the same time the ground of all others) to objects of the intuition that is 
possible for us. (CPR, B152)  

The imagination as a ground for sensible experience in general is the result of an 

operation of the understanding upon intuitions. Therefore, the transcendental capacities of 

the imagination in the B-Deduction belong to the understanding, while its reproductive 

abilities are a feature of sensibility.  

Through this description of the imagination as a feature of sensibility and also 

demonstrating the effect of the understanding upon sensibility, the B-Deduction lacks an 
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account of the imagination as an independent faculty for cognition. As such, the 

interpretations that take the B-Edition to be the definitive word on Kant’s conception of 

the faculties limit the role that the imagination can play within Kant’s overall framework. 

This is a main contention I have raised against the prominent approaches to Kantian 

aesthetics – that the imagination gets the short shrift as a faculty whose capacities are 

ultimately in the service of the understanding. With this exposition of the B-Edition, we 

can see why this is the case. Further, it puts this project in the position to shift focus onto 

the A-Edition of the Deduction to develop a more comprehensive interpretation of the 

imagination within the Kantian framework.   

3.2 The Structure of the A-Deduction 

In the B-Deduction, we saw Kant contending with the question of the objective 

reality of the concepts, or the concept’s necessary relation to sensible objects. The 

question of the A-Deduction remains largely the same in terms of the understanding’s 

concepts; however, in the earlier edition, Kant employs a different strategy to bring these 

disparate factors of experience together. Much like my exposition on the B-Deduction, 

this section is not meant to be an argument for the viability of Kant’s transcendental 

deduction; rather, it is intended to demonstrate the structure of the A-Deduction’s 

argument towards recognizing the role of the imagination in this section of the first 

Critique112. As such, it is my goal in this section to point out the specific areas in the A-

Deduction where the imagination exhibits its capacities as an independent faculty, rather 

than an auxiliary feature of the understanding.  

 
112 Works specifically targeting the A-Edition are less prolific than their B-Deduction 

counterparts. For an analysis of the A-Deduction specifically, see Barker, 2001. 
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In the first section of the Transcendental Deduction, which is shared, with the 

exception of a single passage, between both editions Kant maintains that the goal of the 

deduction is to establish the objective validity of the concepts of the understanding113. 

That is, the role of the Deduction is to demonstrate that our concepts are necessarily 

applicable to intuitions. Kant opens the specifically A-Edition version of the second 

section with the claim that it is both, “contradictory and impossible that a concept should 

be generated a priori and be related to an object although it neither belongs itself within 

the concept of possible experience nor consists of elements of a possible experience” 

(CPR, A95). Without the relation of the concept to the possibility of experience, it 

becomes the ‘logical form’ of a concept, which is empty of content. However, a priori 

concepts are necessarily non-empirical. So here we see Kant set the more specific goal of 

the Deduction as demonstrating the concepts of the understanding as objectively valid 

based on their status as a priori conditions for any possible experience. Were the pure 

concepts of the understanding, i.e., the categories, the only feature of cognition, Kant 

would consider the connection between the categories and our concepts a sufficient 

deduction and justification for their objective validity. However, Kant notes a 

complication:  

[S]ince in such a thought there is more at work than the single faculty of 
thinking, namely the understanding, and the understanding itself, as a 
faculty of cognition that is to be related to objects, also requires an 
elucidation of the possibility of this relation, we must first assess not the 
empirical but the transcendental constitution of the subjective sources that 
comprise the a priori foundations for the possibility of experience. (CPR, 
A96) 

 
113 The passages in the first section that differ between editions are at A94-95 and B127-129. 
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The idea here is that cognition requires the contributions for more than just the 

understanding as a conceptual faculty. Cognition also requires the necessary relation of 

the concepts of the understanding to our intuitions. However, rather than appeal to 

empirical grounds for this connection between intuition and concepts, Kant, 

unsurprisingly, directs the Deduction towards the transcendental grounds for the 

possibility of this relationship in experience. This is to be done by addressing the 

subjective sources that ground this possibility. As such, the following section is often 

referred to as the ‘Subjective Deduction,’ where Kant establishes the transcendental 

syntheses that form a unity for the experience of sensible intuitions as objects114. 

3.2.1 The Structure of the ‘Subjective Deduction’115 

In this subsection, I will provide an account for the motivations for the inclusion 

of the transcendental syntheses and what Kant takes from this section of the A-

Deduction. Kant, like in positing the necessary connection between concept and intuition, 

poses an unacceptable hypothetical to demonstrate the need for the threefold syntheses. 

He claims, “If every individual representation were entirely foreign to the other, as it 

were isolated and separated from it, then there would never arise anything like cognition, 

which is a whole of compared and connected representations” (CPR, A97). Since 

cognition requires intuitions to be unified into a ‘readable’ manifold, there must be 

 
114 The term ‘Subjective Deduction,’ while common in the scholarship on the A-Deduction, is 

somewhat contentious. Concerns are that by labeling this section of the deduction ‘subjective,’ one may 
consider Kant engaging in a psychological, rather than transcendental, defense of the threefold synthesis. 
See Bauer, 2010 for an argument against the labeling of Section II as the ‘Subjective Deduction.’   

 
115 I adopt this division of the Deduction from Henrich, 1969. Henrich points to two apparently 

indistinguishable conclusions, which leads to the view of the Deduction as offering two proofs for the same 
proposition, despite Kant’s own claim that two arguments constitute the single proof of the deduction. 
Henrich instead offers a division of the Deduction, claiming the two arguments actually yield significantly 
different results. These two arguments provide the two sides of the division of the Deduction into the 
‘Subjective Deduction’ and ‘Objective Deduction.’ 
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something to bring together the various intuitions into a coherent whole that can then be 

brought under concepts. This is why Kant deems sensibility a ‘synopsis,’ or sensibility is 

a taking together of the various manifold of intuitions116. As such, this process of taking 

together and presenting the manifold then needs to be explicated. This is Kant’s 

motivation in adding the threefold synthesis to the A-Deduction, namely the synthesis of 

apprehension, synthesis of reproduction, and the synthesis of recognition in the concept. 

More will be said on these later; however, for a structural explanation, this serves as a 

demonstration for the motivations behind the subjective deduction. 

Before moving on from the subjective deduction, it is important to examine the 

results of the threefold synthesis on the general form of experience. Stated briefly, the 

threefold synthesis, according to Kant, guarantees the unity of experience a priori. As 

stated by Kant, “The thoroughgoing and synthetic unity of perceptions is precisely what 

constitutes the form of experience, and it is nothing other than the synthetic unity of the 

appearances in accordance with concepts” (CPR, A110). The threefold synthesis, which 

is the subjective source of experience, guarantees that all intuitions are unified into a 

manifold and can be unified under the categories of the understanding. Without such a 

guarantee, Kant notes, “all relation of cognition to objects would also disappear, since 

appearances would lack connection in accordance with universal laws, and would thus be 

intuition without thought, but never cognition, and would therefore be as good as nothing 

for us” (CPR, A111). So, from this we can claim that the experience has a subjective 

form, or a form that is provided by the synthesis of our transcendental faculties. All laws 

 
116 Heidegger offers a slight amendment to the use of ‘synopsis’ to describe sensibility. He 

suggests that Kant would have been better off claiming sensible experience as ‘syndosis,’ or sensible 
experience is not being taking together, but being given together. See Heidegger, 1997 for Heidegger’s 
distinction between ‘synopsis’ and ‘syndosis’ in relation to the intuitions of space and time. 



 70 

of nature, such as causation, according to the deduction, are the results of the subjective 

conditions of experience and not nature itself. 

Towards the end of the subjective deduction, Kant recognizes that the apparent 

affinity between the manifold and our subjective conditions of experience might be at 

first an uncomfortable position. It is, after all, one thing to suggest that human sensibility 

and mental capacities determine the kind of experiences we can have. It is quite another, 

and this is what Kant is suggesting, to claim that experience is determined a priori 

through laws that our subjective syntheses bring to bear upon sensible nature. The 

threefold synthesis demonstrated the subjective conditions that make experience possible; 

however, the application of this synthesis to actual experience, or to objects of 

experience, remains a question at this point of the deduction. As such, Kant introduces 

what is commonly referred to as the ‘objective deduction’ towards this end. In short, the 

goal is to clarify how the transcendental faculties ground their empirical use in the 

formation of sensible experience. To do this, Kant makes two related arguments: the 

argument from above and the argument from below. Explaining how these arguments 

function will serve to further clarify the structure of the A-Deduction and the role of the 

imagination within its dense passages. 

3.2.2 The Structure of the ‘Objective Deduction’ 

Beginning with the argument from above, we start at a position of ‘pure 

apperception,’ or the position that an intuition yields nothing experientially if it cannot be 

synthesized with our consciousness. From this position, Kant states, “We are conscious a 

priori of the thoroughgoing identity of ourselves with regard to all representations that 

can ever belong to our cognition, as a necessary condition of the possibility of all 
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representations” (CPR, A116). The unity of apperception, or the unity that grounds the 

manifold of experience within a single consciousness then serves as a necessary condition 

for the experience of the manifold117. With this ground established, Kant moves on to 

then relate the unity of apperception with a second a priori synthesis, namely the pure 

synthesis of the imagination, which is a condition for bringing the manifold into 

connection with concepts to form a cognition118. From this Kant claims, “The principle of 

the necessary unity of the pure (productive) synthesis of the imagination prior to 

apperception is thus the ground of the possibility of all cognition, especially that of 

experience” (CPR, 118). That is, in order to take up representations into consciousness, 

and thereby have experience of them, there must be a necessary condition for the 

possibility of a unified manifold, which is guaranteed by the pure synthesis of the 

imagination. 

So, starting from the point of pure apperception, we come to the a priori condition 

for the unity of the manifold which makes intuitions capable of being taken up by 

consciousness and experienced. In this way, Kant has established a unity of apperception 

with the synthetic activity of the imagination, expressed in the taking up of the sensible 

manifold into consciousness and the formation of a cognition. This unity is nothing other 

than the understanding, our faculty for concept application. Through its connection with 

the pure synthesis of the imagination, the understanding contains the form for all possible 

experience, since the pure imagination itself is the possibility for bringing representations 

 
117 In a note at A117, Kant expands on this point. The empirical consciousness that represents the 

manifold is grounded in the transcendental consciousness, or pure apperception, which is the consciousness 
of myself as original apperception. Kant notes, “The synthetic proposition that every different empirical 
consciousness must be combined into a single self-consciousness is the absolutely first and synthetic 
principle of our thinking in general.”  CPR, A117, note. 

 
118 Kant specifically links this synthesis to the productive imagination. 
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to the consciousness. As Kant writes, “In the understanding there are therefore pure a 

priori cognitions that contain the necessary unity of the pure synthesis of the imagination 

in regard to all possible appearances” (CPR, 118). However, these forms can only have 

content through empirical intuitions through the synthesis of the imagination in which 

they are prepared for concept application. Since cognition requires a concept applied to 

the representation, Kant concludes the ‘argument from above’ by asserting the necessary 

relation between the pure understanding, as the faculty containing the pure concepts, and 

the possibility for cognition. In this way, the ‘argument from above’ represents a way to 

begin at the point of the pure apperception and, through the pure synthesis of the 

imagination, arrive at the necessary connection between the concepts of the 

understanding and the sensible manifold. 

Whereas the ‘argument from above’ began with simply pure apperception, the 

‘argument from below’ begins with appearances. However, like the ‘argument from 

above,’ the ‘argument from below’ also seeks to demonstrate the necessary connection 

between the categories and sensible experience. Once again, this is not a defense of 

Kant’s arguments in this section; rather, the purpose is to show how the imagination 

emerges within the A-Deduction as a critical and independent faculty. Kant begins with 

appearance and the claim that appearance combined with consciousness, and here I 

assume Kant intends empirical consciousness, yields perception. However, no perception 

occurs outside of its relationship with other perceptions. For example, the perception of a 

tree occurs alongside the perception of sunlight, the sky behind the leaves, and any other 

feature of the sensible manifold. From this Kant asserts:  

[S]ince every appearance contains a manifold, thus different perceptions 
by themselves are encountered dispersed and separate in the mind, a 
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combination of them, which they cannot have in sense itself, is necessary. 
There is thus an active faculty of the synthesis of the manifold in us, 
which we call imagination, and whose action is exercised immediately 
upon perceptions I call apprehension. (CPR, A120) 

From the very beginning of any kind of sensible perception, we require a synthesis to 

bring together the manifold of appearances that can occur within a single experience and 

that then can be recalled guaranteeing a representation of the same appearance through 

time. Moving on from the syntheses of apperception and reproduction, Kant, 

unsurprisingly then links these necessary features of experience to the synthesis of 

recognition in a concept, where the representation is synthesized with a rule, or concept, 

that distinguishes it as a representation of something rather than another, for example, as 

a tree rather than light or the sky. Up to this point, then, Kant has run through the 

threefold synthesis for combining sense intuitions with concepts. 

This, however, does not guarantee the necessary connection between concepts and 

sensible nature. It only demonstrates their empirical connection. The necessary 

connection is the unity of apperception. The reason Kant moves to the unity of 

apperception in the ‘argument from below’ is because appearances, while connecting 

with concepts given the above account, that connection, without the unity of 

apperception, remains contingent. So, Kant argues, there must also be an objective 

ground to go along with the subjective grounding provided by the threefold synthesis. 

Without the unity of apperception acting as an objective ground, our ability to synthesize 

the manifold and concepts to form cognition would be not only contingent, but also 

undetermined. Kant explains as follows:  

For even though we had the faculty for associating perceptions, it would 
still remain in itself entirely undetermined and contingent whether they 
were also associable; and in the case they were not, a multitude of 
perceptions and even an entire sensibility would be possible in which 
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much empirical consciousness would be encountered in my mind, but 
separated, and without belonging to one consciousness of myself, which, 
however, is impossible. (CPR, A122) 

The concern is that without a single consciousness, or the unity of apperception, serving 

as an objective ground for all sensible experiences is then possible to have empirical 

consciousness that is not attributable to our transcendental consciousness, since not every 

perception we have would be taken up into the consciousness. From this contradiction119 

arising from the possibility of an empirical consciousness not being unified with its 

transcendental counterpart, Kant makes the claim that there is an objective ground for the 

unity between sensible nature and the laws provided by the understanding, which Kant 

terms their ‘affinity’120. Because of the affinity of the manifold, or the objective ground 

for its association with concepts, Kant claims the following: 

[A]ll appearances whatever must come to the mind or be apprehended in 
such a way that they are in agreement with the unity of apperception, 
which would be impossible without synthetic unity in their connection, 
which is thus also objectively necessary” (CPR, A123).  

I will say more on the imagination’s role in the objective deduction in the following 

section; for now, it is enough to note that the synthesis of the imagination in the 

deduction serves as a ground for the affinity of appearances and the concepts of the 

understanding. 

 

 

 
119 Barker claims that the ‘argument from below’ is an argument by reductio. That is, Kant 

assumes there is no objective ground for association and finds a contradiction regarding the unity of 
transcendental consciousness and the multiplicity of empirical consciousness. For Barker’s argument, see 
Barker, 2001, 268-269. 

 
120 A122 is not the first time Kant references ‘affinity’ as the ground for the association of the 

manifold with concepts. At A113, in the Subjective Deduction,’ Kant makes a similar statement regarding 
the affinity of the manifold as the necessary condition for cognition. 



 75 

3.2.3 Concluding Remarks 

I will conclude this section on the structure of the A-Deduction by pointing to 

where the imagination exhibits itself as an independent faculty, indispensable towards the 

foundation of experience. The imagination occupies a critical place in both the subjective 

and objective deductions. In the subjective deduction, the pure synthesis of the 

imagination grounds the unity provided through the threefold synthesis. That is, as a 

faculty, the imagination makes possible the preparation of the manifold for its unity with 

a concept. In the objective deduction, the imagination provides two key functions that tie 

together Kant’s argument from above and below. In the argument from above, the pure 

synthesis of the imagination makes cognition possible by providing the necessary 

synthesis between the ordered manifold and its being taken into consciousness by pure 

apperception. Without this function, the necessary connection between our transcendental 

consciousness and our experience would not be possible, thereby invalidating the unity of 

the single consciousness. We saw a similar function come into play regarding the 

argument from below where the imagination served as the medium through which the 

lawful manifold was taken up into the pure consciousness to form a cognition121. In short, 

the imagination, rather than merely assisting the functions of the understanding, serves a 

central and independent role in providing the fundamental ground for all cognition along 

with pure apperception. From this brief outline of the structure of Kant’s arguments in the 

 
121 This language of the imagination as a ‘medium’ in the literal sense, rather than its common 

description as a bridge can be found in Aquila, 1989. The difference is that, rather than bridge the two 
disparate aspects of experience, namely pure apperception and the sensible manifold, the imagination is 
what makes each’s ability to condition cognition possible.  
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A-Deduction, we can now analyze further the specific role of the imagination in both the 

subjective and objective deductions in the A-Edition. 

3.3 The Imagination in the A-Deduction 

The A-Deduction offers a different picture of the faculties than the one given in 

Kant’s revised edition. While it may be tempting to accept Kant’s revisions of the 

Deduction as the correct view on the matter, it is the goal of this chapter to demonstrate 

that one does so at certain risk. Namely, that risk is overlooking the power of the 

imagination as an independent faculty122. In addition, we risk obscuring the imagination 

as a faculty capable of making possible the connection between pure apperception and 

the sensible manifold, as shown in the complementary arguments from above and below. 

Therefore, this section will look closer into the specific operations of the imagination in 

the A-Deduction towards securing space for it as an independent faculty alongside the 

understanding and not simply an appendage of it.  

To begin, in the A-Edition, Kant writes, “There are, however, three original 

sources (capacities or faculties of the soul), which contain the conditions for the 

possibility of all experience, and cannot themselves be derived from any other faculty of 

the mind, namely sense, imagination, and apperception” (CPR, A94). Here Kant makes 

it clear that the imagination as a faculty for the possibility of experience cannot be 

reduced to an aspect of the other two faculties. The task, then, is to show how this is the 

case. 

 
122 Horstmann indicates the additional risk of accepting the B-Deduction outright, namely, not 

being able to answer the question of how sense material is already fit for the synthesizing activities of the 
understanding without an interceding imagination to prepare the sensible manifold. That is, interpretations 
favoring the B-Edition have to account for mere receptivity being compatible for the spontaneous synthesis 
of the understanding. See Horstmann, 2018, 27. 
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3.3.1 The Imagination in the ‘Subjective Deduction’ 

I will begin with the imagination in the subjective side of the deduction, in 

particular its role in grounding the threefold synthesis that allows sensible experience to 

appear unified and lawful. The first of the three syntheses, apprehension, deals with 

original receptivity, or how sense impressions are ordered into a readable manifold. It is 

the synthesis of receptive sensibility that prepares a sensible manifold for cognition. Or, 

in order for sensible experience to be possible, the myriad of sense impressions that we 

receive must be modified –synthesized – into a readable whole. Kant remarks that “all of 

our cognitions are in the end subjected to the formal condition of inner sense, namely 

time, as that in which they all must be ordered, connected and brought into relations” 

(CPR, A99). That is, all experience is ordered within the boundaries of time and it is here 

that we can synthesize the disparate sense impressions according to order, connection, 

and other empirical relationships that provide an intuitable manifold for concept 

application.  

This bringing together of the manifold of sense impressions is the synthesis of 

apprehension. It guarantees that a unity will form from the various and disjointed 

products of mere receptivity. Without this synthesis, no representation of this manifold is 

possible. Horstmann provides a useful example to demonstrate exactly what the 

imagination does in this synthesis: consider the experience of a red brick building with a 

black roof across the lawn. In terms of simply our perceptions, the relevant sense data 

would likely be a reddish square field and a pitched black shape above it. Below the red 

field would be a patch of green. On their own, these perceptual elements, the colored 

patches, are not suitable for concept application – there is nothing intrinsic about them 
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that guarantees the combination of the red patch with the black patch to form ‘house,’ 

while excluding irrelevant perceptual data like the green patch from the combination. 

What is needed, then, is a unity that will allow for the proper concept application, and 

this unity is the work of the imagination. Horstmann writes:  

Because these rule-governed acts of unification are done by the power of 
the imagination, it is its responsibility to combine these patches in such a 
way that their collective behavior fulfills the condition of ‘objecthood’ 
[Objektheit, Objekthaftigkeit]. These conditions have nothing to do with 
the intrinsic content of these patches, with redness or blackness or 
angularity. They demand the power of imagination to ensure that these 
patches can be interpreted in terms of category determinations as attributes 
of a substance, as susceptible to causal processes, and as having the spatial 
relations they need, if they are to be recognized as constitutive elements of 
the cognitive object ‘red house with a black roof.’123 

This is the imagination in apprehension ‘preparing’ the sensible manifold for concept 

application. Because there is no intrinsic connection between perceptions and the 

experienced object, the imagination might be said to, under the guidance of the 

understanding, collect the suitable elements of these perceptions so that they may be 

cognized, for example as a ‘red house with a black roof’ and to not include, for instance, 

the patch of green that is the lawn, or the blue field of the sky over the roof, into the 

object ‘red house with a black roof’.  As Kant notes, “in order for unity of intuition to 

come from this manifold… it is necessary first to run through and then take together this 

manifoldness, which I call the synthesis of apprehension” (CPR, A99). Apprehension 

then represents a power of the imagination, albeit in the service of the understanding, that 

is irreducible to either sensibility or the understanding itself. Grounding the possibility of 

anything like a sensible experience is this running through and taking together of sense 

material into a readable sensible manifold ready for concept application.  

 
123 Horstmann, 2018, 22-23. 
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The synthesis of apprehension conditions the possibility for sensible experience 

by transforming sense perceptions into a readable manifold for the concepts of the 

understanding. Or, it represents a spontaneous ordering of the sensible manifold into a 

readable form that will be amenable to cognition. In the introduction to this section, I 

indicated that the imagination, rather than simply occupying a mediatory role between 

receptivity and spontaneity, makes possible the very possibility of sensibility through the 

synthesis of these two parts. As such, with the synthesis of apprehension, we can see the 

spontaneous aspect of the imagination at work with our faculty of receptivity, or 

sensibility. That is, the imagination takes up the products of our receptivity, namely the 

sensible manifold, and provides a form to guarantee their unity for our cognition. 

Heidegger, in Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, provides a helpful way of grasping 

how this works. He writes of the imagination, ‘[a]s a faculty of intuiting, it is formative 

[bildend] in the sense of providing the image [Bild] or look”124. By providing the image, 

Heidegger here claims the imagination provides the ordering of sensible material into 

something intuitable, or amenable to the way in which we experience. That is, the 

imagination provides the original condition of sense material through the synthesis of 

apprehension. Returning to more Kantian language on the matter, we can say that in the 

synthesis of apprehension, the imagination makes the sensible manifold amenable for the 

task of conceptual synthesis, of combination with a concept to form cognition. 

Reproductive synthesis, or the synthesis that Kant explicitly claims is a product of 

the imagination, represents an independent activity of the imagination. It warrants a 

description in that it guarantees one of the main features of the A-Editions, the 

 
124 Heidegger, 1990, 89. 
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imagination as its own faculty outside of sensibility and the understanding125. The 

synthesis of reproduction guarantees that the representation of the sensible manifold we 

have at one moment is the same representation we have at another moment. Further, this 

synthesis is possible in cases where the sensible object is no longer present, for example 

in experiences of memory or objects outside of my vision at this moment. That is, the 

reproduction of the imagination presupposes a lawfulness of the sensible manifold in that 

what was sensed previously abides by the same laws that it did when initially sensed. As 

Kant puts it, “This law of reproduction, however, presupposes that appearances 

themselves are actually subject to such a rule, and that in the manifold of their 

representations an accompaniment or succession takes place according to certain rules” 

(CPR, A100). Imagination in its reproductive synthesis requires that the sensible 

manifold already conform to certain rules. These rules cannot be guaranteed by any law 

or order in sense impressions; rather, it is supported by our earlier synthetic activity of 

apprehension. Otherwise stated, without apprehension, there can be no reproduction. 

However, this is not to say that the reproductive synthesis of the imagination is 

subservient to our apprehensive synthesis. Instead, going back to Kant’s earlier 

proclamation of the synopsis of sense, the two synthetic activities are linked126. Kant, 

somewhat uncharacteristically, uses examples to demonstrate this connection. He offers 

the following illustration:  

 
125 While reproductive synthesis is not the synthesis that demonstrates the imagination in its full 

spontaneity, it is worth noting here that even in reproduction, its activities are not fully reducible to the 
understanding or sensibility thereby opening the way for the imagination as an independent faculty. 

 
126 Makkreel describes the synopsis of sense as a circular process where apprehension brings the 

content of experience and the imagination provides the formal unity. Makkreel, in contrast to my view, 
includes the faculty of the understanding at this level of the synthesis, citing Kant’s B-Edition claim that all 
synthesis is the product of the understanding. See Makkreel, 1994, 28.  
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Now it is obvious that if I draw a line in thought, or think of the time from 
one noon to the next, or even want to represent a certain number to myself, 
I must necessarily first grasp one of these manifold representation after 
another in my thoughts. But if I were always to lose the preceding 
representations (the first parts of the line, the preceding parts of time, or 
the successively represented units) from my thoughts and not reproduce 
them when I proceed to the following ones, then no whole representation 
and none of the previously mentioned thoughts, not even the purest and 
most fundamental representations of space and time could ever arise. 
(CPR, A102) 

These examples are illustrative not only in terms of the power of the imagination in 

reproductive synthesis, but in showing that the link between the two forms of synthesis 

involve the imagination. First, reproductive synthesis grounds the possibility for 

apprehension, just as apprehension guarantees the synthesis of reproduction. Recall that 

apprehension was the taking up of the sensible manifold into an image based on the pure 

intuitions of space and time. As Kant demonstrates in the above passage, the most 

fundamental aspects of space and time, a line and the progress of time, require our ability 

to reproduce, or hold, the preceding segments as if they were also present at the moment. 

Without this guarantee, Kant rightly asserts, we cannot have a concept of time or space. 

Going back to Kant’s example of the line, we are able to cognize the line as a continuous 

extension in space only because we are able to reproduce all segments that came before 

it, even if they are no longer immediately sensible. This, according the Kant’s threefold 

synthesis, is the work of the synthesis of reproduction. Second, it is telling that the 

reproductive synthesis of the imagination grounds the very features of apprehension that 

were tied to what were indicated as the spontaneous aspects of sensibility, namely the 

image into which the sense data was formed into a readable image127. From this we can 

 
127 Here I answer Horstmann’s third option for grounding the imagination as an independent 

faculty in Section 1.1 The Power of Imagination and Understanding. This option suggests that the 
imagination could be its own faculty if the imagination and understanding do not operate on the same 
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see the full meaning of Kant’s claim, “The synthesis of apprehension is therefore 

inseparably combined with the synthesis of reproduction” (CPR, A102). There is without 

question a link between these syntheses, as illustrated with Kant’s above examples. 

However, my description of the imagination in the A-Deduction allows for this link to be 

further uncovered as grounded in the imagination. They are inseparable because it is the 

functions of the imagination that doubly guarantees a certain lawfulness of the sensible 

manifold for our representation through the pure intuitions of space and time; and, the 

representation of the sensible manifold in accordance with space and time is guaranteed 

by the holding of preceding spatial-temporal representations as part proceeding 

representations by the reproductive synthesis of the imagination. 

With the imaginative link revealed between the syntheses of apprehension and 

reproduction, we are now in a position to examine the synthesis of recognition in the 

concept. Like apprehension, this synthesis is not explicitly given over to the power of the 

imagination. However, we will see in this analysis that the imagination continues to have 

a hand in this synthetic activity. That is, recognition in the concept is the other side of the 

relationship mentioned earlier. Apprehension represented spontaneous receptivity; 

conceptual recognition will represent receptive spontaneity, or the feature of our thoughts 

that require sensibility. As such, we will again see the imagination play an important role 

in the third form of synthesis. Kant begins with the uncontroversial claim that our 

experience contains a certain necessity to it; otherwise, our experiences would be 

 
sensible material. Horstmann denies this possibility. However, my view contends that while it is clear that 
both imagination and understanding deal with sense perception more generally, the imagination, in its role 
in the synthesis of apprehension provides a readable image for raw sense material. The understanding, 
however, never handles raw sense material; rather, its activities operate only on the prepared image of both 
syntheses of apprehension and reproduction. See Horstmann, 2018, 24-26 for his discussion of the 
proposed options for differentiating the imagination from understanding. 
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arbitrary, or more precisely, they would lack a unity that guarantees one experience 

fundamentally agrees with any other experience. Since, as we have seen with the 

previous explanations of synthesis, Kant will not make an appeal to empirical grounds to 

guarantee this unified experience of objects. That is, for example, it is not enough to 

simply argue the empirical fact that one experience of ‘tree’ seems to agree with our 

other experiences of the same concept and others’ experiences of the same concept as 

well. Rather, he states, “the unity that the object makes necessary can be nothing other 

than the formal unity of the consciousness in the synthesis of the manifold of 

representations” (CPR, A105). Instead of an object grounding its own unity, it is the unity 

of the syntheses themselves that ground experience128.  

It is through this unity that an object is properly cognized. As Kant writes in the 

following passage:  

Hence, we say that we cognize the object if we have effected synthetic 
unity in the manifold of intuition. But this is impossible if the intuition 
could not have been produced through a function of synthesis in 
accordance with a rule that makes the reproduction of the manifold 
necessary a priori and a concept in which this manifold is united possible. 
(CPR, A105)  

To experience an object is to take the sensible material through the syntheses, which is 

completed when the object is experienced as an object. That is, a cognition is complete 

when we determine ‘This X is Y.’ However, this cannot be completed, according to Kant, 

without a synthesis between the imagination and the faculty of concept application, the 

understanding. That is, we cannot apply a concept to the sensible manifold itself. Concept 

 
128 An object grounding its own unity within our experience would be a representation of the 

noumena, which, of course, is impossible within Kant’s framework. Kant defends this view by stating in 
the A-Deduction, “we have only to do with the manifold of our representations, and that X which 
corresponds to them (the object), because it should be something distinct from all of our representations, is 
nothing for us” (CPR, A105). 
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application requires reproduction for the sake of applying a concept; and here we can see 

that in the third and final synthesis Kant expresses a necessary connection between the 

faculties of the imagination and understanding. 

With Kant’s defense of the necessity of the third synthesis in hand, we will begin 

to work through the mechanics of the synthesis of recognition in the concept. Kant makes 

clear, “All cognition requires a concept”; and that the form of a concept is “always 

something general, and something that serves as a rule” (CPR, A106). So, the application 

of a concept to the reproduced manifold of sense is the application of something general, 

i.e., a concept, to something particular, or the prepared sensible image of the imagination. 

The concept serves as the necessary rule for appearances for our ability to think of the 

manifold. That is, to form a cognition, what we initially receive through sensation must 

adhere to a rule. So, to have an ordered experience of the sensible manifold, what is 

required is a synthesis of the intuition with the concept. The intuition is the result of the 

synthesis of apperception and reproduction, which prepares the sensible manifold and 

reproduces it for the understanding to then apply a concept, or rule, to it, thereby forming 

a cognition. This third synthesis in the threefold synopsis of sense demonstrates the 

power of the imagination to serve a synthetic purpose of uniting the prepared manifold 

with our conceptual apparatus. 

3.3.2 The Imagination in the ‘Objective Deduction’ 

As we have seen in my analysis of the subjective deduction, the imagination is 

fundamental in the processes of the threefold synthesis, ultimately conditioning the 

possibility for the claims of the subjective deduction. This, however, is not the extent of 

the imagination within the A-Deduction. As we saw with Kant’s move toward the 
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objective deduction, there remains the issue of uniting the conceptually applied manifold 

of intuition with our transcendental consciousness, or pure apperception. Here, once 

again, the synthesis of the imagination will play a critical role. Now, however, rather than 

grounding the possibility of the synopsis of sense, the pure synthesis of the imagination 

will provide the necessary condition that makes possible the taking up into consciousness 

the sensible manifold. That is, the objective deduction shows how the cognition formed 

by the threefold synthesis can be experienced by our single consciousness. In the 

following discussion of the imagination in the objective deduction, it is my intent to show 

how the ‘argument from above’ can serve in this context to show the power of the 

imagination as this critical medium that is irreducible to pure apperception. Likewise, the 

‘argument from below’ can be used to show that the imagination’s role is also irreducible 

to sensibility129.  

 I will begin where the imagination comes into play in the ‘argument from above.’ 

Pure apperception requires the synthetic unity of the manifold in order to take it up as a 

cognition. So, the existence of pure apperception provides the principle that all possible 

intuitions can be synthetically unified; otherwise, these intuitions would be unable to be 

taken into consciousness and therefore experientially empty. This synthetic unity then 

presupposes an a priori synthesis that makes possible the unity of the manifold. “Thus,” 

Kant claims, “the transcendental unity of apperception is related to the pure synthesis of 

the imagination, as an a priori condition of the possibility of all composition of the 

 
129 I do not claim that Kant intended the objective deduction to specifically serve this purpose. 

Here I am in agreement with Bauer that these arguments serve to refute both the rational and empiricist 
foundations for knowledge by showing how his transcendental project can take either the starting position 
of empiricism or rationalism and still require the transcendental consciousness to ground the necessary 
connection between sensibility and concepts. For more on this, see Bauer, 2010. 
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manifold in a cognition” (CPR, A118). That is, the necessary unity of the manifold 

required by pure apperception is guaranteed by the pure synthesis of the imagination. Or, 

the synthesis of the imagination is a necessary condition for connection between the 

manifold and apperception in the formation of experience. Kant reaffirms this connection 

in claiming, “The principle of the necessary unity of the pure (productive) synthesis of 

the imagination prior to apperception is thus the ground of the possibility of all cognition, 

especially that of experience” (CPR, A118). It is important to note here that the pure 

synthesis of the imagination is not a result of apperception, or a function of our pure 

consciousness; rather, it occurs prior to and make possible the taking up of the manifold 

into consciousness, thereby becoming a condition for all experience. It is in this way that 

the imagination provides a key role in concluding the ‘argument from above’ while its 

function remains independent of, or irreducible to, the abilities of pure apperception. 

We now move on to the ‘argument from below,’ where Kant begins at 

appearances in order to demonstrate the objectively necessary connection between 

sensibility and concepts. As stated in the previous section, the threefold synthesis of the 

imagination serves in the ‘argument from below’ as the way in which sense impressions 

are taken together, reproduced, and ordered as objects of experience. Further, from the 

discussion of the imagination in the subjective side of the deduction, we know that the 

imagination grounds the possibility for the threefold synthesis on the sensible manifold. 

However, this is not the extent of the imagination in this phase of Kant’s argumentation. 

As we saw earlier, the unity provided by the threefold synthesis is not enough without a 

unified consciousness, otherwise the door remains opened to producing a cognition, or 

unifying an intuition with a concept, without having an experience of that cognition. That 



 87 

is, we require consciousness to have experience. The ground for the association of the 

manifold with our transcendental consciousness, or the source of the affinity between the 

sensible manifold and the single consciousness, is the imagination.  

Looking further into the ‘argument from below,’ we can see the imagination once 

again providing a key aspect in the union of the manifold with the transcendental 

consciousness. Kant states this as follows:  

The objective unity of all (empirical) consciousness in one consciousness 
(of original apperception) is thus the necessary condition even of all 
possible perception, and the affinity of all appearances (near or remote) is 
a necessary consequence of a synthesis of the imagination that is grounded 
a priori on rules. (CPR, A123)  

From this we can see that the affinity of all appearances, or the necessary ground by 

which appearances can be taken up into our unitary consciousness, relies on the synthesis 

of the imagination. This combined with the other claim of the objective deduction, 

namely that all empirical consciousness, or our own awareness of our experiencing, is 

ultimately unified by a transcendental consciousness, serve as the conditions for the 

possibility of experience. That is, the objective deduction sought to establish an objective 

ground within appearances that would guarantee their unity. Further, these conditions 

were to not simply be the subjective aspects that shape experience, i.e., the threefold 

synthesis, but rather the necessary relation, or affinity, between the sensible manifold and 

our unity of apperception. As we saw from my analysis of the subjective side of the 

deduction, the imagination plays a key role in grounding the threefold synthesis that 

prepares the manifold for cognition and conscious experience. Beyond that, however, the 

imagination also provides, in the objective deduction, the necessary relation between this 

prepared content of cognition and our consciousness of it. Therefore, the transcendental 



 88 

faculty of the imagination serves as a critical, irreducible, faculty for establishing the 

conditions for experience in the A-Deduction.  

3.3.3 Concluding Remarks 

Concluding my analysis of the imagination in the A-Deduction, I would like to 

take note of a passage towards the end of the Deduction where Kant sums up much of 

what has been detailed in this section. He writes: 

We therefore have a pure imagination, as a fundamental faculty of the 
human soul, that grounds all cognition a priori. By its means we bring into 
combination the manifold of intuition on one side and the condition of the 
necessary unity of apperception on the other. Both extremes, namely 
sensibility and understanding, must necessarily be connected by means of 
this transcendental function of the imagination[.] (CPR, A124) 

The imagination exists as its own faculty to guarantee the synthesis of the manifold and 

concept into a cognition, and the possibility for this cognition to be taken up the unity of 

the conscious ‘I’. By grounding the conditions for experience in this way, the A-

Deduction guarantees the imagination as its own independent faculty for the conditions of 

experience. The conclusions Kant draws from the Deduction are, by his own admission, 

strange and seemingly contradictory, in that the laws that we find in our experience of 

nature are, in fact, the results of our own faculties, rather than nature itself. Of the 

understanding, which is the result of the pure synthesis of the imagination and the unity 

of apperception, Kant writes the following:  

The understanding is thus not merely the a faculty for making rules 
through the comparison of the appearances; it is itself the legislation for 
nature, i.e., without the understanding there would not be any nature at all, 
i.e., synthetic unity for the manifold of appearances in accordance with 
rules[.] (CPR, A127)  

The ability of the understanding to dictate the laws onto nature, as demonstrated by the 

A-Deduction, is made possible by the unity of apperception, as the ground for this 
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necessary lawfulness in nature130. Uniting these rules for the appearance of nature and the 

ground for its lawfulness is the pure synthesis of the imagination. From this conclusion, 

we can determine that the A-Edition provides a robust description of the imagination 

within Kant’s framework that helps to solve the problem of the Deduction, namely 

grounding the necessary connection between sensibility, understanding, and 

consciousness. My analysis reveals that this unity is achieved through the specifically 

transcendental capacities of the independent faculty of the imagination. 

3.4 Conclusion – Towards a Unified Imagination 

In this chapter I covered the B-Deduction’s picture of experience as the result of 

sensibility and understanding. However, in the A-Edition Kant posits the imagination as 

an independent faculty alongside sensibility and the understanding. Beyond simply 

adding a third faculty for our consideration, the A-Edition’s subjective deduction also 

provides a more comprehensive illustration of how sensibility can be united with our 

conceptual apparatus through the threefold synthesis of apprehension, reproduction, and 

concept recognition. These syntheses all require some functions of the imagination as 

either a form-providing faculty, as in the case of the synthesis of sense material with the 

pure forms of intuition, or as a faculty capable of presenting the sensible manifold, as we 

saw with the presentation of the manifold for concept application. Further, the two 

arguments of the objective deduction showed the pure synthesis of the imagination as 

necessary for the union of the lawful manifold resulting from the understanding and the 

unity of apperception as the transcendental consciousness. These arguments from the A-

 
130 The conclusion drawn here between the understanding and the laws of nature will serve later on as a 
ground for the surprising recognition of beauty in the third Critique. See Chapter 5. 
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Deduction show that Kant intended for the faculty of the imagination to provide key 

conditions for the possibility of experience. This is the extent of the imagination that we 

can read from the deductions of first Critique. We will see in the next chapter how Kant 

brings about the full determination of the imagination in the third Critique. This complete 

demonstration will reveal that the imagination serves a dual role in aesthetic judgments.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE DUAL ROLE THE OF IMAGINATION IN THE THIRD 

CRITIQUE – REFLECTION, HARMONIOUS FREE PLAY, AND JUDGMENTS OF 

BEAUTY 

 

The previous chapter covered the contentious issue of the imagination in the 

Critique of Pure Reason, going through the two editions of the Deduction towards the 

end of finding common ground upon which to rest the faculty of the imagination. This, 

however, is not the end of the story for the imagination. A full exposition of its capacities 

occurs beyond the concerns of the first Critique entirely, despite our ability to catch 

glimpses of its ability within the Deduction. The imagination within Kant’s framework 

receives its fullest consideration in the third Critique, which is the subject to which the 

current chapter turns. It is my argument that the imagination, capable of bringing both 

form and sensible intuition to judgments, its dual role, becomes evident within Kant’s 

aesthetic theory. This moves it from a hidden aspect of the soul, as it could be deemed 

within the context of the first Critique, to a key feature of bridging the gap between 

sensible nature and reason. Supporting this claim requires a demonstration of the 

imagination’s dual role within the framework of the third Critique, in particular its 

appearance within the process of harmonious free play between the imagination and 

understanding. Further, the dual role imagination should be amenable with Kant’s 

conception of reflective judgment and its relation to purposiveness.  

To achieve the task of placing the dual role of the imagination within the context 

of the third Critique, this chapter will begin in Section 4.1 by using the Schematism 

chapter in the first Critique as a springboard into the dual role of the imagination as it 
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appears in reflective judgment. The key point will be to explain how the imagination in 

the Schematism is guided by a rule of the understanding. However, because of the 

imagination’s capacity as itself a form-bearing faculty, the determining power of this rule 

can be reduced, thereby introducing reflective judgment. This will serve as an opening 

for 4.2, where I discuss reflective judgment as a way to reveal the capacities of the 

imagination’s dual role. With reflective judgment explained in terms of the imagination’s 

ability to provide its own form, we will be in a position in Section 4.3 to discuss aesthetic 

judgment, in particular the role of the imagination in harmonious free play. This is where 

the mechanics of the dual role of the imagination will come to the forefront of my 

argument as the imagination represents its own freedom and lawfulness in aesthetic 

reflection. Once this key aspect of aesthetic judgment is shown to be compatible with my 

conception of the imagination’s dual role, I will then move to Section 4.5, where I discuss 

the four moments of aesthetic judgments in the form of beauty. I will argue that the dual 

role of the imagination not only guarantees but illuminates Kant’s position that aesthetic 

judgments of the beautiful are universal in some sense yet particular in another, necessary 

in some sense, but contingent in another. This chapter will establish not only the viability, 

but the advantage of the imagination’s dual role; further, it will provide the ground for 

more in-depth considerations for the link between the dual role of the imagination and the 

faculty of reason in the following chapters. 

4.1: Schematism and the Bridge between The Critique of Pure Reason and 

The Critique of the Power of Judgment 

In the previous chapter, we saw the imagination emerge in the Transcendental 

Deduction as a faculty capable of mediating between our sensible capacities and the 
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understanding in the subjective deduction, and as the grounding for the connection 

between cognition and the unity of apperception in the objective deduction. However, the 

discussion in the previous chapter focused on the possibility of a unity between 

apperception, concepts, and the intuited manifold. What has not been covered is how this 

actually takes place; that is, how it comes to be that a concept can be applied to a 

representation of an object and taken into the consciousness to form experience. So, after 

Chapter 3 established the imagination as part of the foundation for this possibility, it is 

time to consider the real application of the concepts to the sensibly intuited manifold. Or, 

once Kant has established the necessary lawfulness of nature in terms of the 

understanding, and grounded its connection in the unified consciousness, the next step is 

to show how this can be the condition for the production of real, objective, experience. 

Towards this end, the first section of this chapter will consider Kant’s chapter in the first 

Critique titled, “On the Schematism of the Pure Concepts of the Understanding.” While 

this chapter is included in the first Critique as an element of judgment, I find it to be 

especially useful in further clarifying the power of the imagination and additionally 

serving as a springboard into the imagination in the third Critique131. 

Kant expresses the requirement for the unity of intuitions and concepts as, “the 

concept must contain that which is represented in the object that is to be subsumed under 

it,” but Kant also notes, “pure concepts of the understanding, however, in comparison 

with empirical (indeed in general sensible) intuitions, are entirely un-homogeneous, and 

 
131 I share this reading of the schematism chapter with Sarah Gibbons. She writes, “The 

Schematism turns our focus away from the nature and role of the categories as forms of unity in judgment 
to the problem of how it is possible to apply them to material that is sensibly intuited.” See Gibbons, 1994, 
53. 
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can never be encountered in any intuition” (CPR, A137/B176). Therefore, there must be a 

‘third thing’, to use Kant’s words, that guarantees the homogeneity, or fit, between what 

is intuited by sensibility and the concepts of the understanding. Otherwise, there is no 

guarantee that the concept contains what is represented by the object sensibly, therefore 

risking the possibility that the concept may, in fact, be empty132. This ‘third thing’, 

however, must in some sense be, at once, both amenable to the sensible representation 

and the concept or, as Kant says, “intellectual on the one hand and sensible on the other” 

(CPR, A138/B177). The faculty of the imagination fits too well into these parameters to 

simply be a coincidence. Let us first turn to the role of the imagination in the formation of 

schema. 

4.1.1: The Imagination and Schema Formation 

In the Schematism, we see a familiar claim that provides a definition of both the 

schema and schematism:  

[P]ure concepts a priori, in addition to the function of the understanding in 
the category, must also contain a priori formal conditions of sensibility 
(namely of the inner sense) that contain the general condition under which 
alone the category can be applied to any object. We will call this formal 
and pure condition of the sensibility, to which the use of the concept of the 
understanding is restricted, the schema of this concept of the 
understanding, and we will call the procedure of the understanding with 
these schemata the schematism of the pure understanding. (CPR, 
A139/B178-A140/B179) 

Schemata contain the sensible conditions for the application of the concept to the object 

of representation. Much like we saw in the subjective deduction, sensible intuitions need 

to be shaped into an amenable form for our conceptual apparatus. Here, we are given 

 
132 To further elaborate the concern here, without the necessary ground that connects intuition with 

our concepts, we return to the issue that our concepts may not relate to the intuition due to their expressed 
heterogeneity. Therefore, the goal is to provide a medium to secure their necessary connection to avoid the 
possible emptiness of our concepts. 
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schemata as the actual features that bridge the gap between represented objects and our 

concepts. That is, the Schematism moves from the transcendental, or grounding, 

processes of the faculties into the actual application of concepts onto the intuited 

manifold. It is also worth noting here that Kant indicates a procedure, schematism, in 

which the understanding operates upon a schema of a represented object. The 

imagination comes into play when Kant specifically names the schema as “always only a 

product of the imagination” (CPR, A139/B178-A140/B179). That is, like we saw in the 

A-Deduction, the imagination’s activity is once again made clear not simply as a 

mediating factor between our sensibility and concepts, but as grounding their necessary 

unity, since the schema, as a product of the imagination, contain the formal conditions for 

the application of a concept to an object of sense.   

However, unlike the Deduction, the imagination in the Schematism focuses on the 

real unity between sensibility and the concepts, or a concept’s ability to be actually 

applied to an object of sense, rather than the necessary conditions grounding their 

application133. To reiterate the point for emphasis, the schema provided by the 

imagination are not then a mediating, incomplete image somewhere between sense and 

concept. Rather, they are themselves the ground that makes their homogeneity possible. 

Helpfully, Kant provides several examples in the Schematism of how this might work. 

Kant explains through examples of schema how these products of the imagination relate 

to and are necessary for the connection of sensible images and concepts in the following 

passage: 

 
133 Gibbons also notes this point, claiming that the Schematism represents a ‘reorientation’ of the 

Deduction towards the objective reality of concept-application. Another possible way to phrase this comes 
Schaper, 1964, where the emphasis is moved from the connection of the unity of apperception and 
knowledge to knowledge and the ‘givenness’ of sensible intuitions. See Gibbons, 1994 and Schaper, 1964. 
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In fact it is not images of objects but schemata that ground our pure 
sensible concepts. No image of a triangle would ever be adequate to the 
concept of it. For it would not attain the generality of the concept, which 
makes this valid for all triangles, right or acute, etc., but would always be 
limited to one part of this sphere. The schema of the triangle can never 
exist anywhere except in thought, and signifies a rule of the synthesis of 
the imagination with regard to pure shapes in space. Even less does an 
object of experience or an image of it ever reach the empirical concept, 
rather the latter is always related immediately to the schema of the 
imagination, as a rule for the determination of our intuition in accordance 
with a certain general concept. The concept of a dog signifies a rule in 
accordance with which my imagination can specify the shape of a four-
footed animal in general, without being restricted to any single particular 
shape that experience offers me or any possible image that is can exhibit 
in concreto. (CPR, A140-141/B180) 

Schemata in these examples of a triangle or a dog represent a procedure, or rule, for the 

imagination to follow in its process of taking up and running through sensible content to 

form the sensible manifold. In the formation of an experience of a dog, to use Kant’s 

example, the imagination uses the schema as a guide to synthesize, for instance, this four-

leggedness, this wagging tail, this furriness, while excluding the irrelevant sense data like 

the green patch of grass it stands on or the red patch of the ball in its mouth. Schemata, as 

such, are not vague images or general sketches of all dogs or triangles in general; rather, 

they signify rules for the imagination’s synthetic processes. While schemata guide the 

imagination towards the goals of the understanding, they do not come from the 

understanding itself. Rather, schema, as products of the imagination, are produced by the 

imagination for its own processes. Therefore, while we can recognize the understanding 

as the determining feature for schemata in terms of cognition, the imagination is their 

source. 

In this way, Kant’s formulation of schemata provides an early example of what 

this project argues the imagination exhibits fully in the third Critique – the imagination’s 

ability to provide formal conditions for experience. Certainly, this capacity in cognition is 
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limited and subsumed by the understanding; however, the Schematism lays the 

groundwork for the workings of the imagination in Kant’s later explanation of reflective 

judgment in the third Critique. The importance of the imagination through its role in the 

Schematism demonstrates its position as an independent faculty within the framework of 

the first Critique. The general picture we have is this: a gap between the application of 

concepts to sensible objects, a gap that reflects the problem in the Deduction between the 

necessary unity of sensibility and thought for experience. In the Deduction, the 

imagination’s synthetic capacities served to bridge the gap; in the Schematism, the 

imagination’s ability to form schemata to guarantee the relation between concept and 

sensible object provided a similar connection. Through the solution to this problem, Kant 

recognized a power of the imagination to provide its own schemata, or rules for its own 

activities, which serve as procedures for the preparation of the sensible manifold for 

concept application. While these are subject to determination by the understanding, they 

are undeniably the results of the imagination, which will serve this project moving 

forward. 

4.1.2: The Imagination Unified Across the First and Third Critiques 

With this connection from the Schematism to the Deduction in mind, I will now 

turn to the task of bridging the gap, so to speak, between the imagination as it appears in 

the first Critique, and the imagination in its fullest capacity in the third Critique. Since 

Kant does not directly discuss schematization in the third Critique, my claim that the 

Schematism provides a bridge between the two texts requires clarification before moving 

onto the imagination in reflective judgment. Schematism is related to the Deduction on 

the grounds that the latter deals with the possibility of applying concepts to intuition, 
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while the former deals with their actual application. In this way, schemata make possible 

the homogeneity between sensible objects and our concepts, without being reduced to 

either component. Another way to put this is that schemata make sensibility rule-

governed without themselves being specific rules.  As Kant writes in the Introduction to 

the Analytic of Principles: 

The peculiar thing about transcendental philosophy is this: that in addition 
to the rule (or rather the general condition for rules), which is given in the 
pure concept of the understanding, it can at the same time indicate a priori 
the case to which the rule ought to be applied. The cause of the advantage 
that it has in this regard over all other didactic sciences (except for 
mathematics) lies just here: that it deals with concepts that are to be 
related to their objects a priori, hence its objective validity cannot be 
established a posteriori, for that would leave that dignity of theirs entirely 
untouched; rather, it must at the same time offer a general but sufficient 
characterization of the conditions under which objects in harmony with 
those concepts can be given, for otherwise they would be without all 
content, and thus mere logical forms and not pure concepts of the 
understanding. (CPR A135-136/B174-175)134 

In the Schematism, which directly follows, Kant offers these conditions for the actual 

application of concepts to sensible objects, where the sensibly given is sufficient in 

reference to the concepts, thereby giving them content and significance. What Kant 

indicates as a requirement then for the actual application of concept to sensible object is a 

‘condition’ for harmony between the object and our concept. That is, Kant is making the 

fairly uncontroversial claim that if there is sensibility on one end and the concepts of the 

understanding on the other, then there must be some condition which makes possible 

their synthesis into experience. With that harmony between sensibility and concept, 

 
134 Gibbons also points out the relationship between the concepts and the given just before the 

Schematism. She writes, “Schematism, the, specifies not (conceptual) rules, but the conditions for the 
recognition of instances; it does so by specifying the conditions under which the (spatio-temporal) given is 
‘in harmony’ with the categories. See Gibbons, 1994, 61. 
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experience is possible135. The faculty responsible for offering the instances of this 

harmony, as we now recognize from my explanation of the Schematism, is the 

imagination.  

This does not mean, however, that the Schematism is the final word on the 

imagination’s power within Kant’s framework. It is merely the final word on the 

imagination’s power within cognition. It does, however, provide an avenue for the 

imagination beyond the limits of cognition – precisely where this project intends to go. 

To clarify, the imagination’s role in the schematism is to offer instances of harmony for 

the application of a concept of the understanding. This is the general power of judgment 

as Kant conceives of it in the Critique of Pure Reason as, “the faculty of subsuming 

under rules, i.e., of determining whether something stands under a given rule or not” 

(CPR, A132/B171). The third Critique – The Critique of the Power of Judgment – has 

more to say on the subject of judgment. Judgment in the Schematism was guided by a 

rule towards the goal of applying a concept of the understanding to an object of 

sensibility. However, now crossing the gap from the imagination in the Schematism to 

the imagination of reflective judgment, Kant puts us in the position to consider the 

imagination, not merely as the faculty guided by the rules of the understanding but 

guided by something entirely different. Yet, as the same faculty of the Deduction and 

Schematism, it maintains a connection with the sensibly given and the harmony between 

sensibility and concepts. 

 
135 A point of clarification: Here I am speaking of harmony in a more minimal sense, which I 

believe Kant is using in the above passage. This language is a little difficult because Kant later speaks of a 
specific harmony between the faculties of the imagination and understanding in free play. I do not contend 
that the specific harmony of free play is required to generate experience, but a more minimal sense of 
harmony, which ensures only the sufficient homogeneity between sensibility and concept to form 
experience. 
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Before going into my consideration of the imagination in the third Critique, it is 

important to explain why the gap between the imagination in the Deduction and 

Schematism, and the imagination in reflective judgment needs to be bridged at all. I 

contend that without a bridge between the imagination as a synthetic faculty of the 

understanding and the imagination as a free faculty in reflective judgment, there is a risk 

of splitting the imagination into two distinct faculties, where the operations of the 

imagination in the Deduction and Schematism illuminate nothing in terms of free play. 

What is at stake if we do not consider this bridge is twofold: 1) It puts in jeopardy a main 

goal of this project, namely the establishment of a unified picture of the imagination 

across Kant’s Critical framework; and 2) it ignores the key functions of the imagination 

in the first Critique as a synthesizing faculty and as the faculty at work overcoming the 

gap for the real application of concepts to objects of experience. Both of these are 

important features of the imagination that ultimately shed light on what Kant hopes to 

achieve for the imagination in the third Critique. 

4.1.3: Results of Unified Imagination and Avoiding its Division 

We see a hard division of the imagination in Makkreel’s interpretive reading. That 

is, in order to gain access to his version of the free and independent imagination, 

Makkreel sees fit to largely sever the connection between the imagination across the first 

and third Critiques. Beyond the textual implications that bring into question the unity of 

Kant’s Critical framework, my concern goes further in suggesting that Makkreel’s 

reading splits the imagination into two separate faculties. That is, Makkreel’s 

‘interpretive imagination’ retains no link with the schematizing imagination of the first 

Critique. We can begin to see this towards the beginning of his analysis of the 
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imagination in the third Critique. Makkreel writes, “the extent to which the conditions of 

the first Critique can be transferred to the third Critique is limited by the different 

functions assigned to the imagination in its aesthetic setting”136. Under the conditions of 

aesthetic judgment, the imagination is not restricted to remaining the handmaiden of the 

understanding, or simply providing a reading of sensibility amenable to our conceptual 

application. However, Makkreel takes the next step to claim that the actions of the 

imagination in the first Critique are not really applicable to the imagination in the third 

Critique is questionable to the effect of suggesting that if they exhibit different functions 

to the point of not being applicable across different experiences, they may not be the 

same faculty. 

The root of Makkreel’s division is the imagination’s synthetic activity in the 

construction of sensible experience. Recall that in the formation of experience, the 

imagination is subsumed by the goals of the understanding to shape sensible material into 

an image under conceptual ordering. Makkreel takes this to be the synthetic capabilities 

of the imagination, evinced by the quote, “The fact that Kant concludes that all synthesis 

is a function of the understanding means only that imagination is subservient to the 

understanding insofar as it synthesizes”137. Therefore, any synthetic activity of the 

imagination is evidence of the imagination being subsumed by the understanding. 

Therefore, Makkreel must make a clean break between the imagination as a synthetic 

faculty and the imagination as an interpretive faculty. That is, the interpretive imagination 

 
136 Makkreel, 1990, 49. 
137 Ibid., 42. 
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must not demonstrate any of its synthetic capacities in the case of aesthetic experience138. 

This is a problem because in the first Critique, the imagination is revealed to us through 

its synthetic capacities, or its ability to synthesize sense material into an image for the 

understanding. That is, in the doctrine of the faculties, Kant introduces the imagination as 

a faculty for synthesis. To remove this aspect of the imagination for aesthetic judgments 

risks the continuity of the imagination as a single faculty between its cognitive capacities 

and its aesthetic employment139. 

To conclude this section, I will remark on how my view avoids a sharp division 

between the first and third Critiques, thereby providing a more comprehensive and 

unified picture of the imagination within Kant’s framework. The key feature to this is 

recognizing that the imagination in the Schematism demonstrates an irreducible ability in 

providing the harmony between sensible manifold and concept for objective experience. 

Even though this harmony is in service of the understanding, it is a product of the 

imagination’s activity. In the connection between sensible objects and their concepts, the 

imagination, through the schema, offers the conditions under which the objects can be 

 
138. Makkreel notes that “Kant makes no use of the term ‘synthesis’ in discussing the imagination’s 

role in aesthetic apprehension and aesthetic comprehension[.]” See Makkreel, 1990, 48 
 
139 There are a few points that serve to harden Makkreel’s division of the imagination in cognition 

and in aesthetic judgment. The first is the rather limited view that Makkreel carries in terms of synthesis as 
strictly a function of the understanding. This limited view is the result of Kant’s own opacity on the issue of 
synthesis, rather than any mistake on Makkreel’s part. Comparing the discussion of synthesis in the A- and 
B-Editions, Kant appears to waver between the imagination and the understanding as the source of 
synthetic activity. The A-Edition, however, provides the more general aspects of synthesis, while the B-
Edition focuses on the synthesis required for empirical, or sensible experience.  
Second is his consideration of schemata as “semantical rules,” that anticipate “certain basic formal 
patterns” provided by the categories. See Makkreel, 1990, 41. The order picked up by the imagination is the 
result of the understanding. Makkreel goes on to describe this relationship in terms of linguistics. The 
concepts provide the grammatical rules that the semantic functions of the imagination merely recognize, 
rather than the imagination itself providing the link between the rules and their application. See also Butts, 
1993. 
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reconciled with our concepts. These, as I have already argued, are not the rules 

themselves, but rather the conditions for the applications of these rules140. So, even in the 

first Critique, we can find an independent, productive capacity of the imagination in the 

formation of schemata, even though these procedures remain guided by the specific, 

determinate rules of the understanding. It is a power granted to the imagination in 

judgment; and, the first Critique simply describes it in terms of empirical judgment. This 

capacity will carry over into reflective judgment, as we will see in the following section. 

What is worth noting for now, however, is that taking into account the form-bringing 

capacity of the imagination, avoids the need to draw a strong division between the 

imagination in two of Kant’s key texts. This 1) supports my claim that the imagination 

represents a unified and comprehensive faculty across Kant’s framework, and 2) 

demonstrates the importance of the imagination in its productive, formal, capacity 

exhibited in the first Critique and also in the third Critique, which I shall demonstrate in 

the coming sections. 

4.2 Reflective Judgment, Aesthetic Judgment, and the Imagination’s Dual 

Role 

The previous section offered the form-shaping capacity of the imagination in the 

Schematism as the bridge connecting its function in cognition to its abilities in reflective 

judgment. My view had the benefit of providing not only an independent capacity for the 

imagination, but also avoided the strong distinction within the imagination that we saw 

 
140 Compare this to Makkreel’s position where, “the schemata of the imagination can be said to 

anticipate [the formal patterns of the understanding] in terms of particular types of object-attribute 
relations.” In Makkreel’s reading, the imagination is merely recognizing, rather than forming the conditions 
for the homogeneity required in the Schematism. See Makkreel, 1990, 41. 
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with Makkreel’s interpretation. Therefore, I have argued for a faculty of the imagination 

that demonstrates its own capabilities that are independent of the understanding and, a 

faculty that is unified across Kant’s Critical framework. The feature that both reveals the 

independent aspects and serves as a connection through Kant’s framework is the 

imagination’s ability to bring form to judgment. Now, we will see how the imagination’s 

form-bringing ability is revealed as a power of the independent imagination and not 

simply a function in service of the understanding. This is done through Kant’s conception 

of reflective judgment in the introduction to the third Critique. 

In the Schematism, the imagination’s activities were directed by a rule of the 

understanding. That is, the imagination’s productions were determined by its role in 

providing the conditions for the application of a concept to the sensible manifold. This, 

however, is not the final word on the power of the imagination, as exhibited in reflective 

judgment. Reflective judgments are distinguished from cognition in that no rule, or 

concept, is previously given. Rather, a reflective judgment begins at the particular and 

searches for a universal. This is different from the mechanism of cognition, which 

presents a concept to guide the imagination, as we saw with its schematic function. In 

instances of reflection, however, there is no concept to determine the activity of the 

imagination. Instead, reflective judgment reflects on the connection, or fit, between our 

conceptual apparatus in general with sensible intuitions. Therefore, reflective judgment 

reveals not a new capacity of the imagination, but one that is merely obscured by the 

determinate aspects of cognition.141 That is, reflective judgment maintains the form-

 
141 This ties in with my earlier connection of the schematism with reflective judgment through the 

form-shaping capacities of the imagination. Gibbons makes a similar claim in statins, “schematism 
itself…depends on the suitability of thought to intuition and the capacity to exhibit that fit. Hence, the 
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shaping capacity of the imagination that appears in the Schematism; however, under 

reflective judgment, this ability to produce, or shape, the formal condition for the 

connection between our concepts and sensible intuitions is not determined by a concept. 

It is an expression of the imagination’s dual role, independent of the understanding. 

With the imagination’s freedom introduced, we can now discuss a specific type of 

reflective judgment that directly demonstrates this freedom, namely aesthetic judgment. 

Kant describes aesthetic judgment where, “in the mere reflection understanding and 

imagination mutually agree for the advancement of their business,” and “for which, 

further, no determinate concept of the object at all is required nor is one thereby 

generated, and the judgment itself is not a cognitive judgment” (CPJ 20:221). There are 

two points here that tie back into my earlier explication of the imagination’s formal 

capacities. First, aesthetic judgment maintains an agreement, or harmony, between the 

imagination and understanding, just as there was with cognition. However, and this is the 

second point, this agreement is not based on the concept. That is, the imagination is not 

guided in its form-production by a concept of the understanding, as it is in the 

Schematism; rather, the imagination engages in mutual advancement with the 

understanding. Like in the Schematism, the imagination grounds the possibility of 

harmony between sensible nature and a system of order; however, unlike the 

Schematism, this harmony is independent of any specific concept of the understanding. 

Kant indicates this new ground between the imagination and the understanding as one 

where the concept of the understanding remains undetermined142. This frees the 

 
subjective conditions of judgment are still at issue even in the subsumptive activities of determinant 
judgment.” See Gibbons, 1990, 83. 

 
142 See CPJ, 20:220-221. 
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imagination from the guidance of the understanding while retaining its earlier capacity to 

recognize harmony between sensibility and our conceptual order. In this way, aesthetic 

judgments represent the first time that the imagination’s dual role is revealed without the 

laws of the understanding obscuring its true activity143. In short, even without the concept 

acting as a force of proof for the imagination’s activity, the form of its amenability to 

nature is still produced for aesthetic judgments. Further, it is in this reflective activity that 

we can see the power of the imagination’s ability to shape form, or conditions, that unify 

the sensible manifold with our concepts. 

Before continuing into the dual role of the imagination and its abilities in terms of 

harmonious free play, it is important to discuss an issue with my position. The potential 

objection is that in providing a formal aspect of experience, the imagination demonstrates 

a particular law, or rule – an ability Kant strictly reserves for reason and the 

understanding. I admit that the imagination in its dual role produces a kind of lawfulness, 

but not a specific law144. The form provided by the imagination in aesthetic judgment is 

not determinate in the same manner as the law provided in cognition. That is, the form 

provided by the imagination for reflective judgment does not determine what a specific 

object is for experience, as is the case for a concept of the understanding. Instead, the 

 
143 At CPR, A141/B180-1 of the Schematism, Kant claims, ”This schematism of our 

understanding with regard to appearances and their mere form is a hidden art in the depths of the human 
soul, whose true operations we can divine from nature and lay before our eyes only with difficulty.” The 
function of the imagination in the schematism remains hidden through its necessary connection with a 
concept of the understanding. This is markedly different in cases of aesthetic judgment, where there is no 
determination by the understanding. 

144 Here I find it helpful to distinguish my position from a precognitivist perspective, who claim 
the imagination’s activity is especially purposive for the understanding, though no concept is applied. I 
argue the precognitive connection is not necessary for aesthetic reflection and that aesthetic forms are not 
merely purposive toward cognition. Rather, the harmony indicated in aesthetic reflection is the result of 
forms in nature, as recognized by the imagination, being amenable to our conceptual ordering. 
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imagination’s lawfulness in aesthetic judgment points beyond the experience of nature as 

conceptually determined and to a new view of nature. More on this will be said in the 

following section145. 

4.3 Nature’s Purposiveness and the Lawfulness of the Imagination 

The previous section referenced the mutual agreement between the imagination 

and understanding in cases of aesthetic judgment in order to solidify the connection 

between the form-shaping power of the imagination in service of the understanding and 

the free formal powers demonstrated in aesthetic reflection. Now, I would like to 

examine this mutual agreement in terms of the imagination and understanding as 

faculties, and what it reveals as valuable for aesthetic judgment. This section will cover 

the relation between the imagination and understanding in aesthetic judgments as 

revealed through harmonious free play. Further, it will demonstrate how this picture of 

the imagination’s dual role provides a more comprehensive account of nature’s 

purposiveness.  

 Imagination in its dual role demonstrated a lawfulness in reflection that was 

independent of the understanding since it was capable of producing its own forms for the 

judgment without the determination of a concept. This, of course, does not mean the 

imagination is unfettered in aesthetic reflection to spontaneously produce forms at its 

will; rather, as I have stressed to this point, the imagination retains its unique position as a 

faculty rooted both in sensibility and our conceptual ordering. The idea of the 

imagination demonstrating lawfulness in aesthetic reflection does not exclude the 

 
145 Ostaric alternatively describes the outcome of aesthetic judgment as, “grasping that the 

lawfulness of the imagination is consistent with the discursive demands of the understanding… and, 
moreover, that the connections of the imagination move well beyond those demands.” See Ostaric 2017, 
1394. 
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presence of a concept. Rather, the difference between a reflective judgment and a 

determinate judgment in this regard is the force of proof carried by the concept. That is, 

in a reflective activity like aesthetic judgment, the concept carries no force of proof. For 

example, we might say a rose is beautiful, but it is not the concept ‘rose’ itself that proves 

this judgment. We do, however, still utilize the concept ‘rose’ to determine a sensible 

experience, even though the experience exceeds the concept. What is more interesting, 

however, is that the imagination’s relation to sensibility also serves as a guide, even in 

aesthetic judgment, since the products of the imagination remain sensible146. It is this 

connection that will bring into focus the benefit of the imagination’s lawfulness in 

reflective judgment as revealed through its dual role.  

Aesthetic judgment, as a result of judgment’s reflective capacity, requires a 

principle. However, unlike cognition, where the concept determines the judgment, 

aesthetic judgment receives its guiding principle from itself, namely the purposiveness of 

nature147. Nature’s purposiveness, stated briefly, is the principle that nature itself is 

ordered in a manner that is amenable to our power of judgment. That is, nature, 

independent of our conceptual ability to order experience, follows a discoverable, lawful 

pattern. Kant expresses this as, “Nature specifies its general laws into empirical ones, 

in accordance with the form of a logical system, in behalf of the power of judgment” 

(CPJ, 20:216). This principle, however, is not meant as an objective determination of 

 
146 Ostaric argues this point by claiming that “although the interpretive power of the imagination 

shows some elements of spontaneity, its products are still presentations of sensibility, to wit, combination 
of perceptions into images (synthesis of apprehension), and combinations of images (synthesis of fictive 
faculty).” See Ostaric 2017, 1394. 

 
147 See CPJ, 20:211- 216, “On the Reflecting Power of Judgment” for Kant’s argument for 

reflection’s ability to give its law to itself, i.e., its ‘heautonomy.’  
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sensible nature. Instead, it is a principle adopted by judgment for its own use to facilitate 

reflection. So, judgment adopts the principle of nature’s purposiveness in order to carry 

out reflective activities, like aesthetic reflection. Let us consider how the principle of 

purposiveness then fits into my picture of the imagination’s dual role in aesthetic 

judgment148.  

The imagination, I have argued, deals with the connection between sensible 

nature and our experience, either directed by a concept or by another form of lawfulness. 

Reflection adopts a principle that presupposes the lawfulness of nature for its own 

activity. I claim that this principle of nature’s purposiveness is the result of the lawful 

forms of the imagination for aesthetic judgment. The principle of purposiveness fits the 

kind of lawfulness that I have been arguing for the imagination in its dual role. First, it 

determines nothing about the object. The claim is not that nature is purposive, but simply 

that nature can be reflected upon as if it were purposive. Second, and more important to 

my position, it is revealed in the exact manner as the imagination’s dual role. That is, 

where judgment finds harmony between intuition and concept, there is the form-bringing 

capacity of the imagination. This capacity was brought into focus through reflection, 

where there was no concept to guide the imagination, yet the connection was still 

possible. For the principle of purposiveness, again, the point of focus is the connection 

between sensible intuition and our conceptual apparatus, which is then brought into relief 

by the lack of a determining concept. 

 It is the imagination in its dual role that makes the possibility of connecting sense 

and concept possible in the first place, i.e., the results of the Schematism. Now, with the 

 
148 More will be said on the particular aspects of this order in Chapter 5, in particular its relation to 

the recognition of aesthetic ideas. 
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principle of purposiveness, we see the full expression of this ability in the form of this 

lawfulness in reflective judgments. Staying true to the imagination as a faculty that 

retains a tie to sensibility, this lawfulness is not an expression of the imagination itself, 

but one of judgment, as if nature were an independently ordered system. That is, the 

productive imagination is still reacting to some aspect of beauty in nature; however, once 

the form is given by imagination, the resulting principle is for judgment’s use, made 

possible by the form given by the free imagination. So, given the capacity of the 

imagination as both a sense-shaping and form-shaping faculty, we can ground the 

principle of purposiveness within our transcendental faculties since it is the imagination 

in its dual role that makes this principle possible to be revealed through the capacity of 

reflective judgment. 

 It is important to note that Kant does not specifically mention the imagination in 

the formulation of the principle of purposiveness. However, there is some room for the 

claim that this principle is the result of the imagination’s dual role if we carry over the 

capacities of the imagination from its role in the first Critique to reflective judgment. 

Recall that in the Deduction the imagination provided the transcendental conditions for 

the unity of sensibility and concepts of the understanding. The Schematism revealed the 

imagination as further providing the grounds for the actual application of a concept to 

sensible intuition. Reflective judgment reveals the underlying assumption at work in the 

previous capacities of the imagination, namely that there are points of harmony between 

sensible nature and our ability to order experience based on our conceptual apparatus. 

The difference, as I have argued, is the presence of a concept as a force of proof149. 

 
149 This position initially appears to agree with Ginsborg’s precognitive approach, where reflection 

is a prior condition for cognition, where the intuited object is found to be especially amenable to our 
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Absent that force of proof, we still find the principle of purposiveness active in reflective 

judgment; only now, it is rightfully shown as a result of the imagination’s ability to either 

synthesize sensible nature and a concept of the understanding, or more generally 

harmonize sensible nature with the principle of reflection. To clarify, the principle of 

purposiveness made possible by the imagination’s dual role is the result of viewing the 

imagination as a faculty that grounds the unity, transcendental or actual, between 

sensibility and the understanding. My position demonstrates consistency for the 

imagination across Kant’s framework that can only be adopted if we consider the 

imagination in its dual role where it not only provides the sensible material for aesthetic 

reflection but also the form for the principle of purposiveness in reflective judgment. We 

will see how this operates on the transcendental level as an orientation among the 

faculties in my analysis of harmonious free play. 

4.4 Harmonious Free Play and the Imagination’s Dual Role 

With the principle of purposiveness acting as the rule for aesthetic judgment, we 

are now in a position to consider how the imagination’s dual role provides the form for 

aesthetic judgments. Further, aesthetic judgment, while not determined by a concept of 

the understanding, still require the presence of a concept. This unique position requires 

that the imagination in its dual capacity relate to the understanding without being 

subsumed by it, as it is in cognition. Therefore, the relation between the imagination and 

understanding in aesthetic judgment is distinct from their activities in the first Critique. 

 
cognition. My view differs in that the harmony discovered between sensible object and our conceptual 
apparatus exceeds cognition rather than simply exemplifying it.  
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Kant describes this new relation as one of harmonious free play and this play between the 

faculties and the imagination’s dual role is the subject of the current section. 

Let us begin with a description of harmonious free play as it appears in the third 

Critique. Kant distinguishes an aesthetic judgment of reflection from an aesthetic 

judgment of sense based on the source of the pleasure. Judgments of sense are based on 

the immediate representation of the object. Kant writes the following to differentiate 

aesthetic judgments from those of sense: 

[I]n the aesthetic judgment of reflection, however, it is that sensation 
which the harmonious play of the two faculties of cognition in the power 
of judgment, imagination and understanding, produces in the subject 
insofar as in the given representation the faculty of the apperception of the 
one and the faculty of presentation of the other are mutually expeditious 
(CPJ, 20:244).  

The pleasure in an aesthetic judgment is the result, not of the object itself, but the 

harmony of the imagination and understanding. In addition, rather than the imagination 

being subsumed under the rules of the understanding, we find in aesthetic reflection a 

‘mutually expeditious’ relationship. Let us consider the earlier example of a beautiful 

rose. The concept of ‘rose’ is required to have cognition of it as a sensible object; and, 

while the imagination forms the ground for the synthesis of the various sense perceptions 

(i.e., red, petal shapes, thin line of the stem, etc.) with the concept rose, it finds in this 

representation more content, or meaning, than the concept can encompass. This inspires 

the imagination and sets it to work on the additional content; however, now the activity is 

not schematic because the requirements of the concept have been met. Rather, the 

imagination finds itself free to produce its own forms based on this additional content that 

exceed the conceptual ordering of petal shape, redness, thin stem, etc. The kinds of forms 

provided here might indicate the fleeting nature of beauty, the danger within beauty, etc. 
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– none of which are contained within the concept ‘rose.’ While not contained within the 

concept, they are found to be harmonious, in accord with the concept that still allows for 

judgment. As such, harmonious free play reveals an accord between the faculties of the 

imagination and understanding that was otherwise hidden in regular cognition. In this 

way then we can see the free play as mutually expeditious. 

This mutually expeditious relationship is key not only in revealing a non-

subsumptive relationship between the imagination and understanding, but also in 

suggesting another lawfulness made possible by the imagination, since it is capable of a 

mutual relationship with the essentially law-giving understanding. We find support for 

this aspect of the imagination later in the third Critique when Kant writes the following: 

Thus only a lawfulness without a law and a subjective correspondence of 
the imagination to the understanding without an objective one – where the 
representation is related to a determinate concept of an object – are 
consistent with the free lawfulness of the understanding… and with the 
peculiarity of a judgment of taste. (CPJ, 5:241)  

Here Kant points out the inherent lawfulness in aesthetic judgments, but specifically 

points to this lawfulness as existing in the correspondence of the imagination and the 

understanding. The lawfulness demonstrated in harmonious free play is not a result of the 

understanding alone, but a shared aspect of both faculties. That is, the imagination makes 

possible an applicable lawfulness, which we recognize as the principle of purposiveness, 

in free play that harmonizes with the lawfulness of the understanding150. So, while it 

maintains a subsumption of the particular under the universal, i.e. it is a form of 

judgment, there is an additional recognition of purposiveness – as if the particular object 

 
150 Gibbons makes a similar claim about the lawfulness of the imagination in free harmony. She 

writes, “The imaginations exhibitions are not lawless or chaotic, but their order is only recognized as lawful 
in the harmony produced with the understanding in its recognition of these forms as (freely) lawful[.]” 
Gibbons, 1994, 93. 
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were especially suited for our power of judgment. However, this lawfulness is not the 

result of the understanding, as we would expect in regular cognition – it appears to be 

independent. We find additional evidence for this independent lawfulness in the First 

Introduction. Kant writes:  

If, then, the form of a given object in empirical intuition is so constituted 
that the apprehension of its manifold in the imagination agrees with the 
presentation of a concept of the understanding (though which concept be 
undetermined), then in the mere reflection understanding and imagination 
mutually agree for the advancement of their business, and the object will 
be perceived as purposive merely for the power of judgment[.] (CPJ, 
20:221) 

The imagination in harmonious free play apprehends the sensible manifold. This is its 

usual operation upon sensibility. However, in terms of the presentation of the object, or 

the application of a concept to an object, harmonious free play yields the object as merely 

purposive for the power of judgment. Explained otherwise, in aesthetic reflection the 

object is judged as purposive not to the understanding but to the power of judgment, 

whose principle is the result of the imagination’s form. So, rather than the absence of a 

rule due to the indeterminacy of a concept, harmonious free play reveals a different sort 

of lawfulness, namely the principle of purposiveness, which is made possible by the 

formal capacities of the imagination. In this way, harmonious free play exhibits the 

ability of the imagination to provide the formal component of an aesthetic judgment 

through the object of the judgment’s presentation as purposive for the power of judgment. 

Imagination’s dual role as the provider of content and form for aesthetic judgment 

is a controversial claim, but not one without textual basis in the third Critique151. The 

 
151 There are instances where space for this view have been opened. Gibbons, 1994 and Ostaric, 

2017 are examples of views that are amenable to my position. Gibbons explores the possibility of the 
imagination as a conceptual faculty within the third Critique. Ostaric argues for a lawfulness of the 
imagination in free play and the primacy of the imagination in aesthetic judgments. Kumar, 2018 offers a 
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above passages suggest a power of the imagination as a formal faculty in harmonious free 

play; however, they lack the explicit mention of the imagination as a formal faculty. 

While Kant states that the formation of rules and laws are reserved to the understanding 

and reason, there is some degree of oscillation on this very point. As such, it is worth 

bringing these passages to notice before concluding my assessment of the imagination’s 

dual role in harmonious free play. In the section of the Introduction titled ‘On the 

Aesthetic Representation of the Purposiveness of Nature,’ Kant specifically mentions the 

imagination’s capacity to apprehend forms outside of its subsumption by the 

understanding. He writes:  

If pleasure is connected with the mere apprehension of the form of an 
object of intuition without a relation of this to a concept for a determinate 
cognition, then the representation is thereby related not to the object, but 
solely to the subject, and the pleasure can express nothing but its 
suitability to the cognitive faculties that are in play in the reflecting power 
of judgment, insofar as they are in play, and thus merely a subjective 
formal purposiveness of the object. For that apprehension of forms in the 
imagination can never take place without the reflecting power of 
judgment, even if unintentionally, at least comparing them to its faculty 
for relating intuitions to concepts. Now if in this comparison the 
imagination (as the faculty for a priori intuitions) is unintentionally 
brought into accord with the understanding, as the faculty of concepts, 
through a given representation and a feeling of pleasure is thereby 
aroused, then the object must be regarded as purposive for the reflecting 
power of judgment. (CPJ, 5:189-190) 

Forms of an object can be apprehended without the determinate concept of the 

understanding, thereby becoming purposive only to the power of judgment. However, 

these forms must be apprehended by a faculty, which is the imagination. The 

imagination, unlike the understanding in this context, cannot apprehend forms without 

the reflective power of judgment. However, given the imagination’s dual capacity, this 

 
potentially non-cognitive avenue for the interpretation of free play but does not link such an interpretation 
with the goals of the third Critique in bridging the gap between nature and reason.  
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can be easily worked through by reaffirming the principle of purposiveness, the rule for 

reflective judgment, as the result of the imagination. Therefore, the imagination’s 

limitations here are overcome by its ability to ground, or make possible, the lawfulness of 

reflective judgment, i.e., the principle of purposiveness. The forms revealed through the 

principle of purposiveness are then put into use by judgment to compare intuitions with 

concepts. So, the imagination fashions the forms and brings them for comparison with 

our concepts. Free play then is the bringing into accord the results of the form-

apprehending imagination with the understanding as the faculty of concepts. Given the 

above passage from the third Critique, I argue that we can form a picture of the 

imagination that not only furnishes aesthetic judgments with the intuition to be compared 

with concepts, but the forms as well. 

The effects of this position in terms of aesthetic judgment can be understood by 

going back to the source of the imagination’s ability to ground the principle of 

purposiveness. The imagination comes upon sensible objects that exceed the anticipated 

fit between our concepts and the sensible intuition – i.e., objects of beauty. Therefore, the 

imagination does not schematize as it does for cognition, but rather shapes a form to more 

adequately represent this excessive content for judgment. Since it cannot be fully 

conceptualized, the imagination operates on the assumed systematicity of nature in 

providing this form, thereby providing the principle of purposiveness that acts as the 

principle for reflective judgment. If this were the final word on aesthetic judgments, then 

they might appear as peculiar, perhaps interesting, but ultimately peripheral accidents of 

human experience. However, harmonious free play becomes the vital piece of Kant’s 

aesthetics in that it brings the principle of purposiveness into relation with the 
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understanding in what should be a very surprising manner. As we have seen in Kant’s 

descriptions, this interaction of the imagination’s formal product with the understanding 

is, in special cases, harmonious or mutually enlivening.  

While more will be said on the pleasure of this interaction, we should first look at 

the meaning of this harmony from the standpoint of the possibility of bridging the gap 

between nature and reason. Certain natural forms are found by the imagination to be 

capable of harmony with our own conceptual ordering without submitting to the specific 

rules of the understanding. What this suggests, albeit indeterminately in cases of aesthetic 

reflection, is that there may be an order in nature that is more than merely indifferent to 

human experience152. Nature suggested through the imagination’s forms is arranged in a 

way that agrees with the experiences and demands of our faculties, despite the gulf that 

Kant finds between nature and reason. This not only reveals the value of aesthetic 

reflection in general but also highlights the role of the imagination in bringing this order 

to our awareness. Since concepts are ours, the understanding does not have access to this 

order outside of the imagination’s activity. Further, the imagination’s dual role represents 

its added ability to not only prepare the sensible manifold for conceptual application, but 

also its capacity to bring its own formal products, inspired by the possibility of nature’s 

own order, to our awareness in harmonious free play. As I have suggested above, this 

brings the possibility of bridging the chasm between nature and reason into view. Further, 

it moves aesthetic reflection from an interesting facet of human experience to a fairly 

substantial feature of humanity’s place within nature. The real application of this link will 

be covered in Chapters 5 and 6. However, this section has sought to demonstrate the 

 
152 Kant does note that there are cases where the independent order of nature is not only not 

amenable, but explicitly hostile to our conceptual ordering. These cases are examples of the sublime. 
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possibility of this connection at the transcendental level of the faculties. By connecting 

the recognition of nature’s order to the imagination in its dual role, I have argued the 

transcendental ground for not only the principle of purposiveness in reflective judgment 

but the possibility of the bridge between nature and reason.  

4.5 The Imagination’s Dual Role and the Moments of Beauty 

My aim in the final section of this chapter is to connect the transcendental aspects 

of the imagination’s dual role with Kant’s four moments of beauty, thereby providing 

further textual grounds for the adoption of this interpretation. This is not intended as an 

analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of Kant’s theory of taste; rather, it assumes 

Kant’s framework of the four moments in an effort to fit the imagination’s dual role 

within the requirements of judgments of beauty153. I present this defense of the 

imagination’s dual role within the analytic for two reasons. First, as demonstrated in the 

previous section, harmonious free play shows this process of the imagination’s formal 

capacity by not only demonstrating how the force of proof can be removed from the 

concept in aesthetic judgments, but also revealing that even in these circumstances, the 

form provided by the imagination harmonizes with the understanding. As such, 

judgments of beauty, which entail harmonious free play ought to be amenable to the 

imagination’s dual role. And second, establishing a clear connection with my view of the 

imagination and judgments of beauty will provide the springboard for the following 

chapters which discuss the real application of the imagination’s formal abilities. 

 
153 For more detailed analyses of Kant’s Analytic of the Beautiful, see Allison, 2001, Crawford, 

1974, Ginsborg, 1990, and Guyer, 1979 and 1997. 
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Kant describes judgments of beauty according to four distinct properties, or 

‘moments’: quality, quantity, relation, and modality154. Stated briefly, the first moment, 

its quality, claims that a judgment of beauty is disinterested. The second moment, its 

quantity, states that the beautiful is universal despite the lack of a determinate concepts. 

Relation, or the third moment, guarantees that a judgment of beauty is purposive without 

an end. And finally, the modality of a judgment of beauty is necessary. That it, a beautiful 

judgment pleases necessarily. Taken together, judgments of beauty need to be 

disinterested in terms of sensibility or perfection, demonstrate universality, be purposive 

without the existence of a determinate end, and finally necessitate pleasure. If the dual 

role of the imagination is to provide a salient interpretation for the imagination within 

Kant’s aesthetics, in particular for judgments of beauty, then each of these moments 

should be amenable to my position.  

According to the first moment, the pleasure from the harmonious play of the 

understanding with the imagination’s form needs to be neither sensible nor determined by 

the perfection of a concept. That is, it cannot be either satisfaction in the agreeable or 

satisfaction in the good. According to Kant, “The agreeable is that which pleases the 

senses in sensation” (CPJ, 5:205). So, a judgment of beauty cannot be the result of the 

object pleasing the senses. The imagination, while retaining a connection to sensibility, 

does not simply bring the sensible aspects of the object forward for harmonious free play. 

Rather, guided by particular forms discovered through its tie to sensibility, the 

imagination itself shapes and then provides the forms for our harmonious free play. 

 
154 Kant is here following the division of logical functions of judgment established in the first 

Critique. This is towards the end of laying out aesthetic judgments with the same systematic grounding as 
his analysis of the categories. The success of this approach is beyond the scope of this project. 
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Therefore, the pleasure in free play is not the result of sensibility on its own, but a formal, 

not actual, accord between the orders of nature and humanity. In much the same way the 

imagination’s form further guarantees the satisfaction of free play is not from an interest 

in the good. Kant describes pleasure in the good as that “which pleases by means of 

reason alone, through the mere concept” (CPJ, 5:207). I have made a point to emphasize 

that the concept, despite its presence in aesthetic reflection, is not the force of proof for 

the judgment. As such, the form represented by the imagination is not determined by its 

perfection in terms of the concept. The form brought by the imagination is inspired by 

nature’s order, not our own. So, no claim of conceptual perfection can be made. In this 

way, the disinterestedness of aesthetic judgments of beauty remains guaranteed in my 

interpretation of the imagination. 

Here it could be argued that I do not rule out all interest, but merely interest in the 

agreeable and perfection. And, I am smuggling into Kant’s theory of taste an interest in 

possibly discovering the systematic order of nature towards our rational ends. I do not 

consider this a good argument against my position for two reasons. First, and more 

simply, Kant only specifically rules out interest in the agreeable and perfection. It could 

be claimed that other kinds of imagined interests do not necessarily violate the first 

moment155. Second, and more important to my overall position of the goal of Kant’s 

aesthetics, is that Kant names what could be taken as an interest at the very beginning of 

the Analytic of the Beautiful, namely a feeling of life, or spontaneity. Kant writes: 

 
155 This is a rough version of an argument provided by Ameriks in “Kant and the Objectivity of 

Taste.” Ameriks writes, “The main point is that Kant concludes to the feature of disinterest only via a quick 
argument by exclusion: he says that since the only types of interest we are familiar with are sensual and 
moral, and that since he believes he can show aesthetic judgment cannot be based on either mere sensual or 
moral grounds, it follows that aesthetic judgment is disinterested.” See Ameriks, 1983, 4. 
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[T]he representation is related entirely to the subject, indeed to its feeling 
of life, under the name feeling of pleasure or displeasure, which grounds 
an entirely special faculty for discriminating and judging that contributes 
nothing to cognition but only holds the given representation, of which the 
mind becomes conscious in the feeling of its state. (CPJ, 5:204) 

This feeling of life, or spontaneity, for the subject is pleasurable. That is, the subject feels 

pleasure in the furtherance of this liveliness and spontaneity of our judgments156. Human 

life and spontaneity – and its moral projects – are connected to and interested in the 

possible existence of a rational order within sensible nature. However, such an interest is 

neither reducible to pleasure nor perfection. Therefore, even if liveliness and spontaneity 

are present as a motivating factor in the imagination’s dual role, it does not necessarily 

violate the requirements of the first moment. 

A judgment of beauty, according to the second moment, is universal yet without a 

concept. Otherwise stated, to judge something as beautiful, we are making a universal 

claim; however, unlike universality in instances of cognition, beauty does not refer to a 

concept. The form provided by the imagination in its dual role needs to ground 

universality without reference to a concept of the understanding. We know that the 

imagination itself cannot be responsible for a rule or law on the level of understanding or 

reason. However, in harmonious free play we do see a lawfulness arise out of the 

activities of the imagination in its dual role, the idea that nature itself follows an order, 

that is then found to be amenable to our own conceptual ordering. That is, the product of 

the imagination’s form-bringing capacity in harmonious free play is the key to 

guaranteeing the universality of aesthetic judgment. The imagination produces its own 

form that can be reflected upon based on the principle of purposiveness, thereby 

 
156 For more on the feeling of life within the third Critique, see Makkreel, 1990 and Ostaric, 2017. 
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providing a view of nature that is at once grounded in the transcendental activities of the 

imagination, yet without a determinate concept. This form is then brought into reflection 

with our conceptual faculty and the two are found to be amenable, thereby entering into 

free play and producing the pleasure in a judgment of beauty.  

This pleasure is not the result of sensible nature, since its form is a product of the 

imagination. Also, the pleasure lacks a determinate concept since it’s a product of the 

imagination’s formal capacity, not the understanding. Despite this, our pleasure is 

considered universal since its grounding is only the activity of a transcendental faculty, 

the imagination. Therefore, Kant’s second moment points to the transcendental basis of 

pleasure in a judgment of beauty, thereby guaranteeing its universality; but, due to the 

form of the imagination providing these grounds, it cannot be reduced to conceptual 

proof. Kant has this in mind when he states:  

The subjective universal communicability of the kind represented in a 
judgment of taste, since it is supposed to occur without presupposing a 
determinate concept, can be nothing other than the state of mind in free 
play of the imagination and the understanding[.] (CPJ, 5:217-218)  

The universality is subjective and not based on the sensible object but on the operations 

of the faculties. So, the form brought by the imagination and set into harmony with the 

understanding does not violate the universal subjectivity of aesthetic judgments, even 

though the imagination’s form is rooted in sensibility. By maintaining the productive 

capacity of the imagination through its dual role neither this sensible aspect nor a concept 

of the understanding can be claimed to ground the subjective universality157. Instead, the 

imagination, as a transcendental faculty, guarantees it. 

 
157 In the General Remark concluding the Analytic of the Beautiful, Kant notes that taste is “a 

faculty for judging an object in relation to the free lawfulness of the imagination.” Further, he writes that 
“the imagination must be considered in its freedom… as productive and self-active (as the authoress of 
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Kant’s third moment claims that, “Beauty is the form of the purposiveness of an 

object, insofar as it is perceived without the representation of an end” (CPJ, 5:236). 

That is, the beautiful form is judged as purposive but without being determined by a 

particular end. For example, we might find the arrangement of petals on a rose to be 

beautiful, but we cannot determine why nature has constructed their arrangement in such 

a manner. And so, we can return to the form provided by the imagination in reflective 

judgment. The form that is brought by the imagination is the result of its productive 

capacities with respect to the recognized accord between nature and our concepts. This 

form then provides the ground for our reflective judgment guided by the principle of 

purposiveness. That is, the object itself does not set an end such judgments, like the 

example of rose petals; rather, the imagination, in its ability to shape the form for 

judgments of beauty, can utilize the forms found in nature to provide a view, through 

reflective judgment, that nature is purposive. This suggestion, however, is not a 

determinate end because it is neither the result of the understanding or reason. Therefore, 

the imagination’s dual role provides the grounds for the formal purposiveness of an 

object in making possible the application of the principle of purposiveness to reflective 

judgments. 

Before moving on, there is a critical point that needs to be made regarding the 

cognitive approach and their connection between pleasure and purposiveness. Gibbons, 

despite offering a very sympathetic reading of the imagination in reflective judgment, 

demonstrates a point of departure between my approach and her view when she writes, 

 
voluntary forms of possible intuitions)[.]” The continuing emphasis on the productive imagination remains 
vital to its exhibition of forms in aesthetic judgment. Ostaric, 2017 points to Kant’s description of the 
productive imagination as a ‘fictive faculty’ (Dichtungsvermögen) (Mens, 5:945), as the productive faculty 
capable of demonstrating its own lawfulness independent of the understanding. 
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“The harmony of the faculties is a mental state which reproduces itself (and is hence 

pleasurable) because it expresses the purposiveness of our faculties for each other in 

judgment and for cognition in general”158. Purposiveness given Gibbons’ view is merely 

purposive for the faculties of judgment and cognition in general and the pleasure derived 

from harmonious free play is our awareness of amenability between our faculties for 

judging. The imagination’s dual role as I have described it opens ground to go beyond 

this claim. Rather than the pleasure being derived from the mere accord between our 

faculties, it is instead inspired by the forms in nature, recognized by the imagination, and 

their harmony with the order inherent in the understanding. So, while not specifically 

contradicted by a claim like Gibbons’, my position draws due emphasis on the 

importance of the view of nature given the imagination’s dual role159. The imagination, 

through reflective judgment, provides a picture of nature that could be amenable to our 

moral ends, in addition to any accord or harmonization between the imagination and 

understanding. This increases the value of aesthetic judgments in that the pleasure 

experienced includes the connection between nature and reason and the goal of the third 

Critique. Purposiveness under my interpretation does not only relate to the purposiveness 

of the imagination and understanding as a state of mind, but additionally the 

purposiveness of nature towards our moral and rational ends. The imagination is then a 

faculty for recognizing this amenability in sensible nature and shaping it for our 

specifically aesthetic experience in the form of beauty. The imagination’s dual role is 

 
158 Gibbons, 1994, 95. 
 
159 I do not deny that reflective judgment demonstrates a harmony between the imagination and 

the understanding. Rather, that this particular feature of harmonious free play has overshadowed the 
additional connection between the imagination and sensible nature that the dual role of the imagination is 
intended to emphasize.  
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capable of this because, while itself shaping the forms, it remains connected, or inspired, 

through its relation to sensible nature.  

The fourth moment of judgments of beauty claims their necessity, or universal 

assent among judging subjects. As Kant claims, “That is beautiful which is cognized 

without a concept as the object of a necessary satisfaction” (CPJ, 5:240). Otherwise 

stated, a beautiful judgment necessarily pleases despite the absence of a concept. To 

ground this claim, Kant in §20 posits the idea of a common sense (sensus communis) 

among judging subjects that would support the claim that even without a concept, a 

judgment of beauty ought to inspire a feeling of pleasure. Distinguishing aesthetic 

judgments from cognitive judgments, which are determined by a concept, and mere 

sensory taste, which are based on sensory pleasures, Kant writes that aesthetic judgments, 

“must thus have a subjective principle, which determines what pleases or displeases on 

through feeling and not through concepts, but yet with universal validity” (CPJ, 5:238). 

What is required is a form that is not based on any objective feature of either nature nor 

the understanding, but one that remains subjectively universal, or guaranteed by our 

transcendental faculties. Imagination’s form in its dual role, in the manner I have argued 

in this chapter, fits the needs of the fourth moment as a subjective principle that 

represents the lawfulness of the imagination. As rational beings, our rational ends are 

determined to be the same. As judging subjects, our faculties for judging are also taken to 

be the same. So, the imagination’s produced form ought to apply to all rational judges of 

nature. Therefore, there is a subjective necessity that links the aesthetic experience of 

nature’s independent order with our own way of ordering sensibility. The imagination’s 

formal capacity, as an expression of the lawfulness of a transcendental faculty that also 
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remains linked to sensibility, provides an explanation for both the subjective and 

necessary components of aesthetic judgments. Therefore, my interpretation is amenable 

to the requirements of the fourth moment of beauty.  

4.6 Conclusion – Opening the Way for the Bridge between Nature and 

Reason 

The imagination’s activity in the Schematism provided a basis for understanding 

its power in reflective judgment and served as a bridge between the first and third 

Critiques. In this chapter, we saw this power come to the forefront in aesthetic judgment 

as the imagination demonstrated its dual role in providing the form for the judgment in 

addition to its recognized ability to provide the sensible content for all judgments. 

Aesthetic reflection revealed a lawfulness in the form of the principle of purposiveness, a 

principle adopted by reflection that suggests nature as independently ordered and not 

merely the result of a mechanistic construction of the understanding. Rather than this 

staking out a domain for the imagination, like that of the understanding in cognition, this 

lawfulness served as a point of reflection on the harmony exhibited between the form 

inspired by nature and those of the understanding. The result of his harmony, presented in 

incidences of pleasurable free play, was the recognition of not only an order existing in 

nature but also that order’s amenability to humanity’s rules and laws.  

In this way, aesthetic judgments given my position directly refer back to the stated 

goals of the third Critique that aesthetic reflection serves as a bridge between the domains 

of nature and reason, to be spelled out in more detail in the following chapters. For now, I 

consider the dual role of the imagination as vital to a comprehensive view of Kantian 

aesthetics that meets the requirements that Kant sets for this particular type of judgment. 
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In addition, I have shown in this chapter that not only does it provide a strong 

interpretation of aesthetic judgments, but it also serves to connect the imagination as a 

faculty across Kant’s framework, thereby avoiding either a deflation of its abilities or a 

division of the faculty160.  

Coming out of this chapter, then, we have the imagination as a unified faculty 

from the Deduction, to the Schematism, through its newly-identified dual role in bringing 

both form and content to aesthetic judgments, and finally into the Analytic of the 

Beautiful, where it satisfies the varied requirements for a pure aesthetic judgment. 

Further, we have a view of the imagination that is able to return to the original goal of the 

third Critique, which is to reveal, albeit indeterminately, a principle by which we can 

judge nature that points further to the achievement of the human moral project within the 

sensible realm. While this specific subject will be treated in the following chapters, I have 

revealed the ground for the imagination to serve as the formal faculty guiding this 

endeavor through its dual role in aesthetic judgment. As such, the imagination’s dual role 

provides a viable and attractive position for not only considerations of aesthetic 

judgment, but as a view for the imagination in Kant’s overall Critical framework. As we 

will see in the concluding chapters of this project, the dual role of the imagination is also 

tasked with providing not just the possibility of the amenability between our order and 

that of nature, but also instances of real application in terms of aesthetic ideas in nature 

and their recognition through genius in fine arts.  

 
160 These outcomes relate to the cognitive view and specifically Makkreel’s interpretive view, 

respectively. 
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CHAPTER 5: REASON, AESTHETIC IDEAS, AND SIGNS OF RATIONAL ORDER 

IN NATURE 

 

The previous two chapters have provided the grounds for the imagination’s dual 

role in aesthetic judgments by tracing its capacity from the Deduction and Schematism of 

the first Critique into aesthetic reflective judgment, and ultimately demonstrating its 

adherence with Kantian aesthetics in the Analytic of the Beautiful. All of this has worked 

to establish the conditions for the dual role of the imagination that can then be exercised 

in terms of the goal of the third Critique, which is to provide the bridge between nature 

and reason. The imagination, it has been demonstrated, inspired by the excessive content 

found in certain objects, provides its own forms, for judgments of beauty. These forms 

are provided for aesthetic judgment and found to be amenable with our own conceptual 

ordering. Therefore, I have argued, the dual role of the imagination, the imagination as 

the provider of both form and content for judgments of beauty, is indispensable for 

revealing how the imagination can interpret the manifold of nature towards the possibility 

of an order that transcends mere cognition. What is yet to be argued, however, is the 

relationship between humanity and that order, and why its recognition is more than an 

unforeseen and welcome moment of pleasure, but rather grounded in something more 

fundamental to humanity. We are now in a position to discuss the dual role of the 

imagination in terms of the second aspect of that goal, namely reason. That is, the next 

set of chapters will discuss how reason is revealed through aesthetic judgment and how 

this revelation is facilitated by the imagination’s dual role.  
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Up until this point in this project, the focus has been on the relation between the 

faculties of the imagination and the understanding, and the difference between this 

relationship in cognition versus reflective judgment. This has been towards the goal of 

separating the imagination from the understanding as a unique faculty grounding the 

imagination’s fullest expression of power in its dual role161. With this complete, the task 

is now a move towards reason in the third Critique, or a further analysis of the 

relationship between imagination and reason as revealed through aesthetic judgments, in 

particular judgments of beauty162. Until now, reason and its ideas have been referenced in 

passing with regard to the to their relationship with the imagination and the forms it 

produces for judgments of beauty. The presence of reason also points back towards the 

goal of the third Critique, which is the bridge between nature and reason. As such, 

clarifying the relationship between reason, the ideas of reason, the dual role of the 

imagination, and the imagination’s forms produced for judgments of beauty is critical to 

establishing my position on the imagination within Kant’s aesthetics. 

Connecting reason and imagination through aesthetic ideas has received some 

attention in contemporary treatments of the third Critique. Of particular note to this 

project are the interpretations of Guyer and Makkreel, which provide boundaries between 

what I consider to be both too restrictive and too expansive respectively. Guyer’s view, 

grounded in the cognitive approach, reduces the connection between reason and 

 
161 This goal was made necessary by what I deemed the overemphasis on the B-Deduction in Kant 

scholarship.  
 
162 Here I restrict my project to judgments of beauty in the third Critique. Judgments of beauty 

involve a more direct use of the imagination as providing a link between the realms of nature and reason. 
Judgments of the sublime, however, are more indirectly involved with the imagination as they are directly 
mediated by reason. Since the scope of this project is an elucidation of the imagination in its ‘dual role 
‘capacity, judgments of beauty provide the clearest way of achieving this. 
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imagination to our pleasure in this freedom. That is, this psychological aspect of the 

freedom exhibited in aesthetic ideas is simply the imagination’s freedom from concepts, 

which is not the fullest extent of freedom available in aesthetic judgments. On the other 

hand, Makkreel opens the door for a robust sensible exhibition by the imagination of 

reason through aesthetic ideas; however, Makkreel’s view, as we will see, also entails 

other articulations of the imagination through aesthetic ideas – i.e., not limited to the 

ideas of reason. Therefore, where Guyer’s conception of aesthetic ideas was limited to a 

psychological and cognitive value, Makkreel inflates the kinds of connections open to the 

imagination in his interpretive view. In this way, my view represents a middle path that 

allows the productive imagination to sensibly exhibit ideas of reason through aesthetic 

ideas; but the imagination’s productive power remains limited to its connection with 

reason and allows no other forms of interpretation. This view, I argue, best aligns with 

Kant’s goals in the third Critique. 

This chapter will begin with the transcendental relationship between the 

imagination and reason. First, in Section 5.1, I will demonstrate that Kant’s own position 

on aesthetics reveals a progressive recognition of the importance of the imagination up 

until its connection with reason. This will be traced through the Lectures of Anthropology 

and into the third Critique, which represents Kant’s mature thought on the imagination 

and reason. Although their relationship is more fully expressed in cases of the sublime, in 

Section 5.2, I argue that a transcendental picture can be provided in cases of the beautiful 

through the use of the imagination’s formal capacity. My argument will focus on the 

imagination’s lawfulness and its relation to Kant’s use of the distinction between ideas 

and ideals within his Critical framework. Once the transcendental aspects of this relation 
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are clarified, Section 5.3 will turn to the relation of imagination and reason expressed in 

terms of aesthetic ideas. That is, I argue that the relation between the imagination and 

reason in aesthetic judgments is made apparent through Kant’s conception of aesthetic 

ideas. This section will show how aesthetic ideas manifest signs of nature as if rationally 

ordered and thereby justify our aesthetic interest in what Kant terms ‘aesthetic attributes.’ 

Ultimately, this section will demonstrate that the imagination’s dual role provides a 

stronger and more central place for aesthetic ideas as the expression of the link between 

imagination and reason. In addition, this section will turn to the critical role of nature in 

expressing aesthetic ideas. Here, I will also reference both cognitive (Guyer) and 

interpretive (Makkreel) treatments of this particular facet of Kantian aesthetics.  With 

these arguments made, this chapter will conclude by illustrating the importance of natural 

beauty within Kant’s Critical framework and lay the ground for the move into fine arts. 

5.1: The Progression of the Imagination – From Reproduction to Reason 

Kant’s connection between aesthetics and reason is part of his mature thought, 

exemplified in the Critique of the Power of Judgment. However, this connection was not 

always part of his understanding of aesthetics, as we can see in the progression of his 

thought through his lectures on anthropology. The general picture that we can glean from 

a chronological ordering of these lectures is that in Anthropology Collins (1772-1773), 

Kant links beauty to a harmony between the objects and the laws of our sensibility. It is 

not until Anthropology Friedländer (1775-1776), that we can see his move towards 

harmonious free play between the imagination and the understanding. In Anthropology 

Mrongovius, (1784-1785), we see the further progression of the imagination between the 

publications of the first and third Critiques. Finally, the third Critique we see the full 
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maturation of this connection within aesthetics as one between the imagination and 

reason as revealing the ultimate value in aesthetics163. Therefore, in order to fully 

comprehend the centrality of the imagination within Kant’s mature thought, we must 

track this change over time, evinced by the anthropology lectures. This will provide key 

historic perspective on the following description of the imagination’s connection with 

reason and further argue for its dual role in judgments of beauty. 

I will begin with an early lecture, Anthropology Collins (1772-1773). Prior to the 

publishing of the first Critique, we see a picture of judgments of beauty as, “objective but 

not in accordance with rules of the understanding but of sensibility” (AC, 25:181). Here 

Kant is distinguishing his view from sentimentalist accounts of aesthetics by claiming 

that judgments of beauty are objective. However, rather than admit they are in some 

sense a vague or unclear judgment of perfection, Kant offers a different kind of 

lawfulness, namely one based on sensibility. Laws of sensibility are different from laws 

of the understanding in that rather than being based on an objective feature, their 

satisfaction pleases in respect to the relationship between the object and our sensibility. 

Kant offers an idea of what he has in mind for sensible laws when he points to proportion 

and symmetry and how such a sensible law, “facilitates sensible comprehensibility,” and 

further claims, “All human beings have conditions under which they can represent a great 

manifold, hence one also has a theme carried through which must please from the above 

causes” (AC, 25:182). From this we can see that sensible laws aid in the comprehension 

 
163 Guyer provides a more historic account of this evolution, including possible outside influences 

on Kant’s aesthetic theory and other features that develop alongside the imagination. My interest is solely 
in the gradual progress of the role of the imagination leading to its connection with reason. For more on the 
historic influences and other features of Kant’s aesthetic thought in his lectures on anthropology, see 
Guyer, 2005a. 
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of a diverse manifold through the exhibition of a theme, such as proportion or symmetry. 

The ease at which the subject apprehends the complex manifold through these sensible 

laws is then pleasurable to the viewing subject.  

It is worth commenting here on Kant’s use of ‘sensible laws,’ and the apparent 

contradiction that lies therein. A law for Kant is something a priori and conceptual, i.e., 

something that cannot be grounded in sensibility. However, what Kant wants to justify in 

the passages of Collins is something like a universally valid principle of taste164. Such a 

principle, Kant recognizes, would have to be universal in order to serve as an a priori 

principle; however, as Kant additionally recognized, this principle cannot be the result of 

the understanding, or conceptual in the same manner as a regular cognition. Kant 

provides the following description of the relation between the laws of representing 

objects and the sensible laws of taste:  

The representation of the form or figure of things should be made in 
accordance with the laws of sensibility. – All human beings have certain 
harmonious laws through which they form objects: those are the laws of 
representation. What makes sensible intuition easier pleases and is 
beautiful; that is in accord with the subjective laws of sensibility, and it 
promotes the inner life, since it sets the power of cognition into activity. 
(AC, 25:281) 

So, Kant conceives of laws of sensibility, which are supposed to serve as universal 

grounds for the principles of taste; yet, they are subjectively universal compared to the 

laws of representation, or the laws through which we form objects. Despite knowing 

Kant’s goal here in reference to his later Critical developments, what remains 

problematic is the recourse to sensibility. Sensibility itself cannot be the basis for 

universal laws, even subjective universality. What sensibility can do at best is to suppose 

 
164 Kant’s own words on this matter are: “Sensibility has its rules as much as understanding. 

Certain principles of taste must be universal and be universally valid.” See AC, 25:281. 
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an empirical universality, or a supposed universality through induction. This is not Kant’s 

goal here. What Kant is aiming towards is a subjective universality that is based on the 

harmony of the faculties, evinced in the second sentence of the quoted passage. 

Harmonious free play, however, is not between sensibility and the understanding, but the 

imagination and the understanding. That is, Kant’s recourse to ‘sensible laws’ 

demonstrates a limitation in his pre-Critical view. Subjective universality is achieved 

through the development of the imagination, a development that is not present in 

Anthropology Collins.  

With this point in mind, it is worthwhile to examine the imagination in this early 

lecture. Kant’s mention of the imagination in Collins is in terms of how lively one can 

represent something to themselves. Or, “One senses a thing by images of the imagination 

in just as lively a manner as if one would sense them in their actual existence” (AC, 

25:178). This is a description of the reproductive imagination that is tasked with the 

reproduction of representations in the mind of the subject. That is, Kant’s picture of the 

imagination in the early lectures is fairly weak in comparison to the faculty that appears 

in later lectures, and certainly thin compared to the fully-fledged faculty of the third 

Critique. However, this does serve a key point in all interpretations of the imagination 

within Kant’s general framework: failure to account for the productive imagination is 

based on an earlier view of Kant and does not reflect his mature Critical system. As such 

and as we will see, the trajectory of Kant’s position on the imagination represents one of 

expanding power and capacity, ultimately resting on its connection with reason itself. 
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Anthropology Friedländer (1775-1776) features a very different and expanded 

picture of both aesthetics and the understanding. This new picture is expressed in the 

following passage:  

The senses are the receptivity of impressions, which promote our sensible 
enjoyment. However, we can produce agitation in our powers by means of 
objects, not insofar as they make an impression on us, but insofar as we 
think them, and these are the ideal enjoyments. They are indeed sensible, 
but not enjoyments of the senses. A poem, a novel, a comedy are capable 
of furnishing ideal delights in us; they arise from the way that the mind 
produces cognitions for itself out of a lot of representations of the senses. 
Now if the mind has a sensation of a free play of powers, then what 
produces this free play is an ideal enjoyment. (AF, 25:560) 

Here we find that Kant has dropped the claim that our pleasure in the beautiful is based 

on laws of sensibility. What is more important, however, is that Kant makes explicit in 

1775-1776, that judgments of beauty are the result of free play. There is an omission that 

is worth noting here in Kant’s exposition of free play in Friedländer, namely the lack of 

the principle of purposiveness that is revealed through the harmonious activities of our 

faculties. This lack results in a limited conception of free play compared to later 

descriptions. Kant refers to the pleasure generated by free play to be, “intellectual 

pleasure consist[ing] in the consciousness of the use of freedom in accordance with rules” 

(AF, 25:560). Without the principle of purposiveness, the only kind of pleasure we can 

achieve through harmonious free play is intellectual pleasure, or pleasure in perfection. 

This disqualifies what Kant would later consider aesthetic pleasures, or those that arise 

from the use of the principle of purposiveness. That is, if the only lawfulness that we can 

freely adhere to is that of the understanding, our pleasure is simply intellectual, as 

Friedländer suggests. Therefore, to expand the value of harmonious free play, we will 

need the later addition of the principle of purposiveness. 
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Despite this limitation, I argue that Anthropology Friedländer represents progress 

from Collins in that we can begin to see the imagination stepping into a role that we will 

see later in the third Critique. First, Kant has a view of the imagination as distinct from 

sensibility, describing it instead as, “a faculty to form images of objects, and through a 

special power of the mind to describe and to form what strikes the senses” (AF, 25:511). 

Further, rather than simply a faculty for reproduction, like we saw in the earlier lectures, 

Kant also notes a productive capacity. He writes, “Imaginative formation is a poetically 

invented image, a faculty of invention. It is the image of an object which is neither 

present, nor future, nor past, but in fiction, it is a symbol” (AF, 25:511). That is, Kant is 

referencing a productive capacity of the imagination beyond mere reproductive abilities. 

So, what we have based on this brief description is a faculty, separate from sensibility, 

that can form or create its own images and symbols independent of either sensibility or 

the understanding165. With this in mind, we can return to the above passage and see that 

the imagination is operative even in this early description of free play. The pleasure is 

sensible, but not based on sensibility. The imagination is described in Friedländer as 

capable of taking what is received sensibly and forming it on its own. Further, the 

introduction of poetry and other creative pieces as the vehicles for these ‘ideal delights’ 

fits into the power of the imagination to create independent of sensibility, or to produce 

symbolically166. This picture, added with Kant’s warnings of the unfettered power of the 

 
165 Anthropology Pillau (1777-1778) and Menschenkunde (1781-1782?) provide further 

elucidation on the imagination’s creative capacity, including examples of this symbolic power of the 
imagination. 

 
166 Guyer points out that in Friedländer, Kant distinguishes, “the free play of the mental powers 

that is the basis of ideal enjoyment from the ‘use of freedom in accordance with rules’ that is the basis for 
intellectual enjoyment, or the foundation of morality.” Guyer goes on to suggest that the connection 
between these two features will be recognized by Kant, but later in this development. See Guyer, 2005a, 
176. 
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imagination towards caprice,167 provides a picture of free play as one involving the 

productive imagination that is freely bounded by our other faculties of the mind, which I 

assume here to be the understanding.  

This account coming from Friedländer provides two points on the progression of 

the imagination. First is that as Kant’s thought matures, we begin to see a more 

established and central place for the imagination beyond its reproductive abilities. 

Second, and more relevant to current literature, is that even before the publication of the 

Critique of Pure Reason in 1781, Kant had already conceived of the free play of the 

imagination in judgments of beauty. While this account remained undeveloped, it does 

show, to the benefit of my view, that there is a surprising amount of continuity and 

amenability between the first and third Critiques on the subject of the imagination. That 

is, Kant was already considering the role of the imagination in harmonious free play 

before the publication of the first Critique. Contrary to views that seek to draw too strong 

a distinction between the imagination in the first and third Critiques, we see a tie between 

the two texts through the imagination that ought to remain intact168. Friedländer does 

demonstrate a reluctance on Kant’s part to fully develop the power of the imagination out 

of fear of the imagination’s capriciousness and the position that, “giving wings to our 

imagination must be held in limits” (AF, 25:510-511). However, as we will see in Kant’s 

more developed thought, this concern can be assuaged through the connection to reason. 

Anthropology Mrongovius (1784-1785) demonstrates a further development for 

the imagination in the years between the publication of the first and third Critiques. This 

 
167 See Friedländer, 25:510. 
 
168 See Chapter 4.1 for my criticism of Makkreel’s view in this regard. 
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is critical because it shows, alongside the progression of the imagination’s power, a 

growing link in Kant’s framework between the imagination and reason. That is, as the 

imagination develops, so does its connection with reason. Further, and central to my 

argument, is that as this connection develops so does the context in which the 

imagination is mentioned in terms of its productivity, in particular its production of 

forms. In Mrongovius, Kant describes the imagination as, “more skillful at representing 

the forms of the object than at representing the sensation” (AM, 25:1257). This we can 

interpret as an extension of the imagination in the first Critique as a faculty capable of 

presenting the schematized manifold of the sensible object. What is interesting is after 

describing the imagination as the faculty responsible for representing the form of the 

object, Kant goes on to state, “Our imagination cannot create anything, and it is true that 

it cannot produce any sensations in us that we have not already had, but it can create new 

forms” (AM, 25:1257). ‘New forms,’ as opposed to sensations, refer to the way that 

objects can be presented to our other faculties. That is, rather than producing its own 

sensible objects, the imagination is capable of producing its own ways of making the 

experience of sensible objects possible. This grounding can be in service of the needs of 

the understanding, as the imagination does in providing the schemata for concepts in 

determinative judgment;169 or, it can be in accord with something else, namely the 

principle of purposiveness in reflective judgment. While the imagination’s lawfulness is 

not specifically mentioned in Mrongovius, I argue that the production of new forms by 

the imagination anticipates its expression later in the third Critique.  

 
169 It is worth noting that Kant has something like the imagination’s activity in the Schematism in 

mind in this section. He writes, “[The imagination] is the most necessary of our powers, because, for 
instance with regard to the understanding, it provides us with an image. To which our abstract concepts can 
be applied in concreto.” See AM, 25:1261. 
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Beyond this new look into the imagination as a productive faculty capable of 

providing its own forms for the sensible experience of an object, Anthropology 

Mrongovius also shows signs of Kant’s move from the imagination merely interacting 

with the understanding, as we saw in the discussion of free play in Friedländer, to its 

interaction with reason. Of the imagination in this regard, Kant writes, “it provides for the 

use of understanding and reason the intuitions that give meaning to their concepts” (AM, 

25:1262). Rather than its role in cognition where it synthesizes the intuitions for the 

understanding, here the imagination is additionally connected to reason in the same 

manner. While, admittedly, this is short of the imagination’s interaction with reason 

found in the third Critique, it does demonstrate a step in the direction towards the 

imagination role in the revelation of reason in nature. That is, as early as 1784-1785, we 

have all of the pieces present for the full expression of the imagination, even if the 

connections are yet to be fully established. It is likely that at this point, Kant remains 

careful to keep separate the operations of the imagination in free play and the resulting 

pleasure from the satisfaction in the use of freedom in accordance with the laws of 

reason. Further, Kant’s reservation about the freedom of the imagination are clear when 

he writes, “The power of imagination is the servant of all other powers of understanding, 

wit, etc.” (AM, 25:1262). We can account for this hedging on the imagination’s power by 

remembering Kant is yet to confront the ‘incalculable gulf’ between nature and reason 

illustrated in the third Critique, where the connection between the activity of the 

imagination in free play and the ideas of reason become connected. However, even in this 

reserved form, Kant is considering the connections between the imagination and both 
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understanding and reason, marking a key progression of his thought on the imagination 

from his earlier lectures. 

In this section, we have seen within Kant’s lectures on anthropology a growth in 

the power of the imagination from a reproductive faculty into one that provides the form 

that makes the sensible object intelligible to our other faculties. Further, it was possible to 

track this change alongside the development of his Critical framework, thereby allowing 

my more holistic position on the imagination to gain ground. While the lectures on 

anthropology do not provide the final picture of the imagination within Kant’s 

framework, this section showed that the increasing power of the imagination in Kant’s 

thought coincided with bringing the imagination closer to reason. That is, the imagination 

moved from the laws of sensibility, to harmony with the concepts of the understanding, to 

providing the intelligible matter to reason. Now, we are in a position to see the 

imagination achieve a position within Kant’s framework relative to reason that should no 

longer be surprising.170 Rather, the conception of the imagination’s connection to reason 

is the result of nearly two decades of Kant considering the value of the imagination and 

aesthetics for his overall philosophic system. 

5.2: The Imagination, Reason, and Aesthetic Ideas in the Third Critique 

The connection between imagination and reason in the third Critique can now be 

seen as a progressive step in Kant’s philosophic development171. Therefore, to grasp the 

 
170 Judgments of the sublime also feature this connection in terms of aesthetic judgment; however, 

the relation between imagination and reason is fundamentally different. 
 
171 Andrew Chignell defends the connection of aesthetic judgments with ideas of reason. My 

exposition of the Anthropology in this regard backs up Chignell’s defense of reason and aesthetic 
judgments in showing that Kant envisioned this connection years prior to the publication of the third 
Critique and further that this move fits into a more comprehensive narrative of the imagination within 
Kant’s Critical framework. See Chignell, 2007. 
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fullest impact of this connection within Kant’s Critical framework, the link between 

imagination and reason needs to be investigated within the context of the third Critique, 

which is precisely the goal of this section. To this end, this section will be restricted to 

simply the imagination’s interaction with ideas of reason. Further, it will emphasize how 

my view of the imagination in its dual role is a viable interpretation within Kant’s overall 

system. This will then provide the ground for further analysis in particular cases of 

aesthetic ideas, ultimately leading to a systematic presentation of nature by our 

imagination. I develop this position by discussing the role of aesthetic ideas within the 

third Critique. In addition to discussing aesthetic ideas in terms of the imagination’s dual 

role, I will also use this section as an opportunity to further sharpen my criticism of both 

the cognitive and interpretive views of the imagination in aesthetic judgment. How a 

view treats aesthetic ideas, I contend, will determine the ultimate value placed on 

aesthetic judgment. By the end of this section, it will be my goal to strongly differentiate 

my position from the existing scholarship on these grounds. That is, through my 

conception of aesthetic ideas, we will be able to achieve a view of the imagination 

serving as the connection between reason and nature, whereas other cognitive and 

interpretive views are forced to provide more limited accounts of the value of aesthetic 

judgment based on this very theme within Kantian aesthetics. 

To begin this discussion let us begin with a definition of aesthetic ideas within 

Kant’s own work. Kant defines an aesthetic idea in the following passage as:  

[A] representation of the imagination that occasions much thinking though 
without it being possible for any determinate thought, i.e., concept, to be 
adequate to it, which, consequently, no language fully attains or can make 
intelligible. – One readily sees that it is the counterpart (pendant) of an 
idea of reason, which is, conversely, a concept to which no intuition 
(representation of the imagination) can be adequate. (CPJ, 5:314)  
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There are a couple of familiar themes in this description that can be immediately grasped. 

One, an aesthetic idea contains an abundance of content that, while exceeding any and all 

concepts of the understanding, also enlivens the faculties of the mind. This is what we 

saw with judgments of beauty where the sensible content exceeded the applied concept 

and provided the subject with ‘metacontent’ to consider. In addition, however, we can 

also see another familiar connection in the passage, namely the one between imagination 

and reason. An aesthetic idea is a representation to which no concept can be adequately 

applied; and idea of reason is a concept to which no intuition can be found. These are not 

opposites, but as Kant notes, counterparts. As counterparts, the aesthetic ideas presented 

by imagination and the ideas of reason remain indelibly linked in a fundamental way. 

This fundamental connection can be seen in Kant’s explanation of why aesthetic 

ideas, as representations of the imagination, are given the status of ‘idea.’ Kant writes: 

One can call such representations of the imagination ideas: on the one 
hand because they at least strive toward something lying beyond the 
bounds of experience, and thus seek to approximate a presentation of 
concepts of reason (of intellectual ideas), which gives them the appearance 
of an objective reality; on the other hand, and indeed principally, because 
no concept can be fully adequate to them, as inner intuitions. (CPJ, 5:314) 

In dealing with aesthetic ideas, the imagination goes beyond the boundaries set by 

understanding and seeks to attain a representation of an idea of reason, rather than a 

representation for a concept, which we see in regular cognition. This returns to my above 

description of the function of the imagination’s dual role in its connection with reason. 

The imagination provides a form that exceeds the bounds of any possible concept and 

thereby seeks to represent an idea of reason. As such, the imagination in its role as a 

form-bringing faculty can account for both parts of Kant’s explanation of aesthetic ideas: 

1) the imagination’s striving beyond the boundaries of experience as it expresses an order 
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that goes beyond the understanding; and 2) the lack of any satisfactory concept for the 

aesthetic idea, since its expression is more adequate to an idea of reason than any possible 

concept. 

Aesthetic ideas then seem to bridge the gap between ideas of reason, which 

cannot be adequately exhibited in sensible reality, and individual, sensible objects. Here I 

will try to elucidate this point by applying my position on the imagination as a faculty 

with a dual role. As a counterpart to ideas of reason, aesthetic ideas are not themselves 

ideas of reason since they are presentations of the imagination. We can see where 

aesthetic ideas fit in as part of the order formed by the imagination in aesthetic reflection. 

There are certain points in the form provided by the imagination that represent a certain 

asymmetry between them and reason. Or, that the forms of the imagination cannot find an 

adequate concept for application, just as the ideas of reason cannot find and adequate 

sensible object for their representation. These points within the imagination’s form 

suggest a connection to ideas of reason through this asymmetry but fall short of 

representing them.  

In this way, we may consider the relationship between the imagination’s form and 

ideas of reason to be asymptotic – approaches the ability to represent an idea of reason, 

but must ultimately settle for an approximation, or pendant, of the idea172. Rather than 

finding too much content, in the form of the imagination we find almost enough content 

towards the expression an idea of reason. Although this content is ultimately inadequate 

for full sensible expression, it manages to exceed our expectations for sensible 

 
172 The nature of this relationship between the imagination’s formal content and the exhibition of 

an idea of reason is naturally difficult to describe. It approximates the idea of reason without ever fully 
attaining its representation. It approaches the representation of an idea of reason, but due to essential 
limitations of the imagination, it can never fully express these ideas sensibly. 
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experience, or these points necessarily exceed any given concept. The points at which 

this near adequacy is found within the imagination’s produced form are aesthetic ideas. 

Further, since the imagination recognizes the near adequacy of its form to ideas of reason, 

it continues to strive towards sensibly representing such ideas, even though this 

ultimately provides only an approximation of the idea of reason173. As such, we can see 

aesthetic ideas as very particular points at which the imagination’s produced form are 

capable of being nearly adequate to reason, thus transcending their harmonious 

relationship with the understanding and moving into a relationship with reason itself. 

With this in mind, I can now demonstrate how aesthetic ideas and the form of the 

imagination can serve as a connection between objects of experience and ideas of reason, 

which can find no individual exhibition. Now, we may see an example of a sensible 

exhibition that approaches, or approximates, an idea of reason. So, for example, beauty in 

the human is considered by Kant to be the ideal of morality. Morality itself is an idea of 

reason since our moral duties necessarily transcend any empirical concerns. However, 

beauty in the human form is a sensible representation amenable to the idea of human 

moral duties. That is, beauty in the human form represents a point at which the 

imagination’s form in aesthetic reflection is asymptotic to an idea of reason, thereby the 

imagination finds itself capable of a sensible presentation that serves as a pendant of a 

rational idea. The individual example of the human form where these two forms approach 

 
173 It might be argued here that I am advocating for a picture of aesthetic ideas as a failed or 

incomplete attempt to represent and idea of reason. However, viewed in reference of the imagination, this is 
the recognition of a very particular and useful capacity, even if the relation between aesthetic idea and idea 
of reason is asymptotic. In the imagination, reason finds a sensible faculty that is able to strive towards its 
ideas. Because the sensible reality of its ideas is a goal of reason, imagination thereby serves a very 
important purpose for the faculty of reason. 
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is an object of beauty174. More generally stated, the aesthetic idea represents the 

connection between the imagination and reason through the imagination’s formal 

production in instances of aesthetic reflection.  

The above account of aesthetic ideas also has the added benefit of addressing the 

‘particularity problem’ within Kant’s aesthetics175. In relation to the current discussion, 

the particularity problem deals with the connection between the transcendental conditions 

for judging beauty and the real application in terms of particular objects in experience. 

Or, there is no guarantee that the particulars of an aesthetic judgment will be universal, 

even if the form of the judgment, namely the free harmony of the faculties, is176. What I 

consider to be missed by the particularity problem is the feature of the imagination that 

retains a tie to sensibility, even in connection with reason. That is, the imagination 

remains anchored in sensibility, even when striving to adequately exhibit ideas of reason. 

So, there does not need to be so strong a division drawn between the aesthetic ideas as 

representations of the imagination and their particular instances, because the imagination, 

once again, remains tied to sensibility. 

 I will illustrate. Human morality, an idea of reason, finds its representation in the 

beautiful human form. According to the connection I drew above, this means that within 

 
174 Kant in the first Critique defines the ideal as “the idea not merely in concreto but in individuo, 

i.e., as an individual thing which is determinable, or even determined, through the idea alone.” See CPR, 
A568/B596. 

 
175 This phrase appears in Chignell, 2007. Here Chignell defines this problem as: “Kant’s account 

shows only that the form of the subjective experience of beauty is universal, while leaving open the 
possibility that the set of particular objects experienced as beautiful will differ relative to different human 
subjects.” See Chignell, 2007, 417. 

 
176 Guyer claims that the possibility of applying concepts does not entail that all concepts will be 

applied in the same manner; so, “it can hardly imply that the special case of unifying a manifold without 
any empirical concept at all must occur in precisely the same circumstances for everyone.” See Guyer, 
1997, 263. 
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the form provided by the imagination the individual, beautiful, human form aligns with a 

form produced by the imagination, an aesthetic idea, that can sensibly represent an idea 

of reason. Particulars, like the individual examples of the human form, appear as 

contingent points where this alignment just so happens to occur, thereby creating the 

empirical illusion of a disconnect between particular exemplifications of aesthetic ideas. 

Otherwise stated, if we attempt to find a predictable or predetermined way of anticipating 

what individuals will align within the form provided by the imagination, we become 

concerned that there is no guarantee, other than to fall back upon shared transcendental 

conditions. However, as a sensible faculty, the imagination can access sensibility, even 

when dealing with ideas of reason. We see it do precisely this in Kant’s claim regarding 

aesthetic attributes:  

Those forms which do not constitute the presentation of a given concept 
itself, but, as supplementary representation of the imagination, express 
only the implications connected with it and its affinity with others, are 
called (aesthetic) attributes of an object whose concept, as an idea of 
reason, cannot be adequately presented. (CPJ, 5:315)  

Aesthetic attributes are contrasted with logical attributes, which remain tied to the idea. 

That is, when the imagination strives to represent ideas of reason, it does not simply 

present the logical attributes of the idea, for example the logical aspects of our ideas of 

freedom or creation. Rather, in representing these ideas, the imagination utilizes different, 

particularly sensible, forms of representation, or aesthetic attributes. In the case of 

creation, these would be Jupiter’s eagle clutching a lightning bolt. These attributes, 

according to Kant, “let one think more than one can express in a concept determined by 

words; and they yield an aesthetic idea, which serves that idea of reason instead of 

logical presentation” (CPJ, 5:315). When the imagination strives to articulate an idea of 

reason as an aesthetic idea, it relies on special attributes of the sensible manifold that 
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connect it, not with the logical attributes of the idea, but with the idea that the 

imagination itself is striving to express sensibly.  

Now we can see how the imagination, with both sensible and formal capacities, 

dissolves the particularity problem. It is not just that the form of aesthetic judgment 

provides what we assume are the same set of aesthetic ideas that correspond to rational 

ideas; rather, the productive imagination as a sensible faculty also furnishes us with 

aesthetic attributes that connect the sensed manifold to the aesthetic idea, and thereby 

with the idea of reason. Chignell describes this connection in that “there are links 

between an art object whose theme is a rational idea and the aesthetic attributes that those 

logical attributes call to mind”177. In works of art that bear a rational idea, it is the 

imagination’s productive power that provides the aesthetic attributes as it strives to 

represent the idea of reason. These attributes then yield the aesthetic idea – the rational 

theme of the work given sensible representation. Here then we can see the full connection 

between the sensible manifold in the form of aesthetic attributes, aesthetic ideas, and 

ideas of reason through the imagination. Of course, this connection remains contingent in 

that no determinate rule is possible in cases of anticipating which individuals will display 

these attributes or inspire the imagination’s productivity. And further, aesthetic attributes 

are not representations of reason, but instead are products of the imagination – they 

receive their aesthetic character through imagination’s striving in the form of ideas that 

are sensibly adequate to ideas of reason178.  

 
177 Chignell, 2007, 428. 
 
178 Clarification is in order here. Aesthetic attributes retain their conceptual intelligibility. I.e., an 

eagle as an aesthetic attribute towards the idea of creation is still recognized as an eagle. However, its 
aesthetic character is not supplied by any understanding of the concept ‘eagle’ but by the imagination as it 
draws on sensible representations while striving to represent an idea of reason.  
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Despite these limitations, aesthetic attributes guarantee a certain lawfulness of the 

connection between sensibility and reason beyond mere transcendental conditions. This is 

because while a single rational idea might inspire the imagination to sensibly produce 

different orientations and combinations of aesthetic attributes, in order to yield an 

aesthetic idea, these attributes must be thematically similar. That is, the imagination’s use 

of aesthetic attributes is not random, but follows a lawfulness that we cannot fully 

determine. For example, the eagle with lightening in its claws is one set of aesthetic 

attributes that represents the majesty of creation, but so is the oak tree with immeasurably 

deep roots. Both serve as aesthetic attributes that yield aesthetic ideas because they both 

exhibit sensible nature’s non-conceptual purposiveness towards the rational idea of 

creation. As we know, no conceptual connection links these two sets of attributes, but we 

can see a connection in reference to the goal of the imagination in representing an idea of 

reason. Or, to put it into my central claim, the imagination provides its own lawfulness; 

(the assumed purposiveness of nature) and, any aesthetic attributes and their resulting 

aesthetic ideas must adhere to this form as the imagination that strives to represent 

reason’s ideas. Another way of putting it is that rather than an empirical predictability, 

Kant’s conception of aesthetic attributes provides a normative vision for how these points 

will activate the imagination to strive to present a rational idea179. Because nature’s 

purposiveness is assumed to be the result of reason’s influence on nature, we can take the 

form provided by the imagination to represent a lawfulness that largely coheres among 

 
179 Chignell provides what I take to be a somewhat amenable justification for this same point. He 

writes, “[T]he different aesthetic ideas evoked by an object will be striving to present a rational idea which 
is presumable the same for all of us. Thus, although the sets of associations which yield an aesthetic idea 
may be different for different readers and beholders, they must be sufficiently similar to be united by the 
same rational idea.” Chignell, 2007, 429.  
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human subjects due to universal access to the ideas of reason. As such, the particularity 

problem is less of a real issue than an empirical concern regarding the predictability and 

predetermination of where the imagination’s form will align with ideas of reason. This, 

however, can only be seen through the imagination as both sensible and formal, which is 

precisely my position. 

Section 5.3: Reason, Nature, and the Imagination’s Dual Role 

In the previous section, we saw the importance of aesthetic ideas in linking 

sensible representations to ideas of reason. My position was that the formal power of the 

imagination in aesthetic judgment provides a clear space for aesthetic ideas within Kant’s 

framework. They are points where the imagination’s form, inspired by the existing order 

found in beautiful objects, cause the imagination to strive to represent an idea of reason. 

Unlike the harmony of the imagination’s form with the understanding, however, the 

activity of the imagination in reference to reason is one of amenability rather than 

abundance; that is, it is where the imagination strives to represent an idea of reason. From 

this interpretation, we were able to account for ideals of beauty as individual instances of 

where these points align and also demonstrate the essentially sensible anchoring of 

aesthetic ideas, despite the imagination’s striving to represent and idea of reason. This 

provided an answer to the ‘particularity problem’; however, the real value of such a view 

is the view of nature that it ultimately provides for humanity. That is, through my 

interpretation of the imagination in its dual role in aesthetic reflection, we can have a 

view of nature that contains ideas of reason, or a rational view of nature. 
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Let us return to the incalculable gulf described in the third Critique to emphasize 

the importance of this position. Just following the description of the gulf between 

sensibility and reason, Kant goes on to the following claim:  

[T]he concept of freedom should make the end that is imposed by its law 
real in the sensible world; and nature must consequently also be able to be 
conceived in such a way that the lawfulness of its form is at least in 
agreement with the possibility of the ends that are to be realized in it in 
accordance with the laws of freedom. (CPJ, 5:176)  

Otherwise stated, the laws of reason should be presentable within nature and nature ought 

to be amenable to the ideas of reason. The view of nature that is supported by my 

interpretation of the imagination’s dual role points to this exact view of nature. That is, 

the form produced by the imagination in aesthetic reflection, because it is free from the 

constraints of the understanding in regular cognition, is capable of finding alignment 

between particular individuals, or ideals of beauty, found within nature and ideas of 

reason. This leads to a picture of nature gained through aesthetic judgement, namely one 

that is purposive. One where the ideas of reason exist within these beautiful instances and 

it is the ability of the imagination, in its dual role, to then produce the appropriate form 

for the nearly adequate presentation of these ideas in the cases of aesthetic ideas. 

Aesthetic ideas, now understood as ideas of the imagination, then, provide the critical 

bridge that Kant needs to achieve the goal of the third Critique 180. 

Evidence that Kant saw aesthetic ideas in the same manner can be found in §49. 

Although this passage is itself a description of genius, it is also where Kant goes into a 

more detailed explanation of aesthetic ideas. Section 5.3 has covered most of these 

 
180 Kant himself advises towards this terminology. In his description of aesthetic ideas, he notes, 

“One can call such representations of the imagination ideas[.]” Aesthetic ideas are ultimately ideas of the 
imagination. See CPJ, 5:314. 
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details; however, one paragraph in this passage points to the importance of not only 

aesthetic ideas, but also the imagination, in constituting a new view of nature that reflects 

the illustration of nature as rationally ordered. I will quote the paragraph in full: 

The imagination (as a productive cognitive faculty) is, namely, very 
powerful in creating, as it were, another nature, out of the material which 
the real one gives it. We entertain ourselves with in when experience 
seems too mundane to us; we transform the latter, no doubt always in 
accordance with analogical laws, but also in accordance with principles 
that lie higher in reason (and which are every bit as natural to us as those 
in accordance with which the understanding apprehends empirical nature); 
in this we feel our freedom from the law of association (which applies to 
the empirical use of that faculty), in accordance with which material can 
certainly be lent to us by nature, but the latter can be transformed by us 
into something entirely different, namely into that which steps beyond 
nature. (CPJ, 5:314) 

From this passage, we can see that it is not simply that the imagination engages in 

entertaining flights of fancy, but that in pleasurably shaping the sensible content of 

nature, the imagination, while remaining in harmony with the laws of the understanding, 

searches and then strives for something higher. This allows for a view of nature that is 

also, to risk a cognitive paradox, beyond nature. I will provide some clarification on this 

point. Notice that the imagination never departs from its connection with sensibility, 

since the material is always taken from nature. Rather, the imagination, in its capacity to 

create its own form, takes this sensible material and shapes, keeping with Kant’s words, 

another nature from merely sensible nature. This other nature is still nature per se, but 

nature viewed as if imbued with ideas of reason, i.e. purposive. In this way, the 

imagination steps beyond the merely empirical or mechanistic aspects of nature and 

creates a rational view of nature. That this picture of another, more organic and less 

mechanistic view of nature emerges within the discussion of aesthetic ideas, as ideas of 

the imagination, serves as evidence that Kant conceived of both aesthetic ideas and the 
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faculty responsible for their presentation as critical to achieving this central aspect of his 

aesthetic theory. Further, it is through recognition of not only the productive power of the 

imagination, but its specific ability to generate a formal component within aesthetic 

reflection, that allows for the clear view of this connection existing between nature and 

reason within the third Critique.  

To further emphasize the importance of my position in achieving what I consider 

to be a necessary component to the goals of Kant’s aesthetics, I will provide two 

prominent interpretations of aesthetic ideas within exiting Kant scholarship. Namely, I 

will look back to Guyer as a representative of the cognitive approach, and Makkreel’s 

interpretive view to demonstrate where my stance provides a clearer way to 

understanding the importance of aesthetic ideas towards achieving a rational view of 

nature.  

5.3.1: Guyer and Aesthetic Ideas 

Guyer conceives of aesthetic ideas in their relationship to genius and fine art. 

While Kant draws a connection between these themes, Guyer’s analysis falls into an 

overlooked section of the third Critique, namely the inclusion of aesthetic ideas in the 

third moment of beauty. Guyer summarizes his general position on the link between ideas 

of reason and aesthetic ideas by stating, “More generally, we might conceive of the 

rational idea as the abstract theme of the work, the aesthetic idea as the vehicle for the 

realization of that theme”181. As a description of the importance of aesthetic ideas within 

Kant’s framework, it is remarkably shallow. I can agree that in individual instances, 

either in nature or fine art, the aesthetic idea refers to the particular, sensible expression 

 
181 Guyer, 1997, 358. 
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of an idea of reason. However, the aesthetic idea, under my interpretation, is the idea of 

the imagination that drives the faculty responsible towards a representation of reason, 

rather than a theme in a work of art and a vehicle for its expression. Consider Guyer’s 

following conclusion: “[T]he pleasure of aesthetic response to [the work of art] lies in the 

way in which it induces the imagination to go beyond any such determinate concept”182. 

It is not the disinterested feeling of pleasure in aesthetic reflection that motivates the 

imagination to produce aesthetic ideas. The imagination recognizes in the production of 

aesthetic ideas its own lawful ability and thereby strives to produce ideas of reason. The 

motivation at work here is beyond the simple disinterested pleasure allotted by Guyer. 

The imagination strives to exhibit ideas of reason, not simply to remain in a protracted 

psychological state of pleasure. Nor can we claim the pleasure is the prompt for such an 

activity. It is the imagination itself, by giving itself its own lawfulness, that prompts its 

own striving to represent ideas of reason. In this way we can see the strong distinction 

between Guyer’s estimation of aesthetic ideas and my own. Aesthetic ideas for Guyer are 

psychologically valuable; under my interpretation, aesthetic ideas serve as the intelligible 

examples of the form provided by the imagination as it strives to sensibly represent the 

unconditioned. 

In “Symbols of Freedom in Kant’s Aesthetics,” Guyer takes an amended position 

on the imagination in relation to reason that seeks to solidify an aesthetic autonomy 

within Kant’s framework. Given the earlier picture in Kant and the Claims of Taste, 

Guyer’s chief concern seems to be the real application of ideas of reason, through 

aesthetic ideas, to sensible objects, or the ‘particularity problem.’ That is, Guyer sees 

 
182 Ibid., 359. 
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aesthetic ideas to be the kinds of ideas that have sensible representation and thereby 

provide the individual instances of ideas of reason within nature and works of art. In his 

later work, however, Guyer seems to be concerned with the impact on the freedom of 

aesthetics given its connection to reason, or its exhibition of moral ideas. His solution is 

that beauty as a symbol of morality is “non-didactic,” or, “the experience of beauty is a 

symbol of morality precisely because it is an experience of the freedom of the 

imagination from any constraint by concepts”183. In what is becoming a theme in my 

analysis of Guyer, I agree with the statement, but recognize that the freedom of the 

imagination in Kant’s aesthetics goes much deeper. The imagination is not simply free in 

judgments of beauty; rather, it finds in itself a power to transcend conceptual limitations 

and adequately express ideas of reason through the connections of its own form with 

reason’s laws. These connections, as I have argued, are aesthetic ideas, or ideas of the 

imagination. 

Given Guyer’s position on aesthetic ideas, even his later considerations, we see a 

reduction in both aesthetic ideas and the imagination. We see aesthetic ideas reduced to 

individual expressions within fine art, as themes of particular pieces of art, rather than 

full ideas of the imagination. Further, we find the imagination induced by pleasure rather 

than driven by its own lawfulness. That is, for Guyer, the motivation is psychological and 

lacks the connection to the faculty of reason. Key to understanding why Guyer cannot go 

farther in his analysis has to do with the cognitive foundations of his overall analysis. 

There is little more he can say about the imagination in terms of its ability to express 

ideas of reason. As I have shown, my position can accept the key aspects of Guyer’s 

 
183 Guyer, 2005d, 239. 
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reading, namely that beauty represents a freedom of the imagination from concepts and 

that aesthetic ideas relate to sensible expressions within nature and fine art. However, 

given the imagination as a faculty capable of providing its own lawfulness, or form, for 

aesthetic reflection, I can continue my analysis into the connection between imagination 

and reason, a key aspect feature of the third Critique and Kant’s overall framework, in a 

manner that a cognitive approach, I argue, simply cannot. 

5.3.2: Makkreel and Aesthetic Ideas 

Unlike the cognitive view, the interpretive approach is able to step beyond the 

limitations of cognition to better articulate the functions of the imagination and aesthetic 

ideas outside of their relationship to concepts of the understanding. In this way, Makkreel 

can be said to better recognize the critical connection between imagination and reason 

demonstrated in the third Critique through his analysis of aesthetic ideas. Making this 

connection explicit, Makkreel states, “Both rational and aesthetic ideas go beyond the 

limits of experience and they fail to produce determinate knowledge of empirical 

objects”184. Here Makkreel is in agreement with both the cognitive approach and my own 

view that aesthetic ideas go beyond experience; however, unlike the cognitive approach, 

the interpretive view can provide further analysis, which is the subject of this subsection.  

Makkreel points out a feature of Kant’s terminology when discussing rational and 

aesthetic ideas. That is, aesthetic ideas surpass (übertrifft) nature, whereas rational ideas 

transcend nature185. Makkreel elaborates on this distinction in the following passage:  

 
184 Makkreel, 1990, 119. 
 
185 See Ibid., 120. The point that Makkreel has in mind is that both kinds of ideas exceed the 

boundaries of nature but do so in a different manner.  
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Rational ideas transcend nature, and aesthetic ideas surpass it by 
transforming and enriching experience. While reason seeks the completion 
of nature in a supersensible realm, the imagination attains a completion 
that remains tied to the sensible realm itself. The imagination either finds a 
sensible presentation of a transcendent idea of reason, or gives a more 
complete presentation than is found in nature of such experienced things 
as death, envy, and love.186 

The main point here is that while reason goes beyond nature in a vertical manner, the 

imagination’s drive is more horizontal. I’ll explain. Reason strives to reach beyond nature 

into a higher, or supersensible, realm. Therefore, the movement can be conceived as 

vertical. Imagination, however, strives for a more complete expression of nature that is 

sensible. Therefore, its progress might be considered horizontal, or expanding the value 

found in the realm that sensible nature already occupies. In this way, we can see 

Makkreel once again arguing for the articulatory and elaborative power of the 

imagination. That is, this faculty takes what is presented in sensibility and provides a 

further articulation of the whole and elaborates on the meaning of the individual. Either 

way though, the imagination remains connected to sensibility. 

Up to this point, I am in agreement with Makkreel’s point to keep the imagination 

anchored within sensibility187. Where I consider his position to be problematic, however, 

is the elaborative value of aesthetic ideas, or the view that aesthetic ideas’ value is that 

they provide additional ways to interpret sensibility. Another way to phrase this is 

Makkreel’s claim that, “The significance of an aesthetic idea lies in its power to establish 

an imaginative cross-referencing between different levels of system”188. In a way, this is 

 
186 Ibid. 
 
187 Makkreel notes that that the imagination’s power is not Urbildung, or the capacity for original 

formation, but an Umbildung, or transformative power. That is, under his interpretation, the imagination 
works with what is given through sensibility rather than producing its own images. 

 
188 Makkreel, 1990, 127. 



 157 

close to my own position in that the aesthetic idea represents a bridge between the 

mechanistic system of nature and the freedom found in reason. However, I take Makkreel 

to be saying more than this, expanding this ‘cross-referencing’ to include other levels of 

systematicity, or other systems189. Otherwise stated, there is no guarantee that aesthetic 

ideas necessarily relate sensible nature to ideas of reason; rather, they might be employed 

for political, social, or historical elaboration of the sensible manifold. So, in an attempt to 

move beyond the limitations of concepts and analyze the connection between the 

imagination and reason, Makkreel’s interpretive approach brings about the concern that 

aesthetic ideas themselves may have no connection with reason. That is, their connection 

with rational ideas might be a prominent connection, but it is by no means the only 

elaboration that can be made in terms of sensible nature. In concluding his discussion, 

Makkreel makes this very point. He writes that, “the reflective use of rational ideas 

through aesthetic ideas can produce an interpretation of reality that encompasses the 

various levels of our awareness”190. These levels are the possible articulations and 

elaborations that can guide the imagination in its elaboration and articulation of sensible 

nature. As such, nature, under Makkreel’s view, can be interpreted rationally, but also 

politically, socially, historically, and so on, in relation to the various aspects of human 

existence. 

 

 

 
189 As evidence for this concern, just above the previous quotation, Makkreel mentions a 

‘politically applied aesthetic idea,’ suggesting that aesthetic ideas can elaborate a political dimension to 
sensible nature, suggesting other bridges than those between nature and reason referenced in the third 
Critique. 

 
190 Makkreel, 1990, 129. 
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5.4 Conclusion – A More Moderate Approach 

This chapter has served to defend the importance of aesthetic ideas within Kant’s 

framework as providing the connection between the imagination and reason. This 

connection is not, as I have demonstrated, an ad hoc feature added by Kant as late as the 

third Critique to connect aesthetics and morality, but rather the maturation of a part of the 

transcendental project that had seeds prior to the publication of the Critique of Pure 

Reason. In addition to grounding aesthetic ideas and the connection they substantiate, this 

chapter was also able to fully analyze their role in aesthetic reflection towards 

strengthening the power of the imagination. In short, aesthetic ideas were shown to be the 

ideas of the imagination in its striving to represent ideas of reason. Further, I was able to 

provide a transcendental account for the representation of these ideas given the 

imagination’s dual role. In shaping its own form based on sensible nature, the 

imagination, I argued, discovered certain points of alignment between its own form and 

the laws of reason. The result of the imagination producing its own form through its own 

lawfulness, aesthetic ideas, both point beyond sensibility to the supersensible and are the 

result of the imagination’s form-bringing capacity. I argued that the status of aesthetic 

ideas as specifically ideas of the imagination, and not sensible ideals, could be best 

defended by adopting the imagination as a dual faculty in aesthetic reflection. Otherwise, 

as we saw with Guyer’s view, we risk deflating both the status of aesthetic ideas to 

something closer to sensible ideals and the reduction of the basis for the imagination’s 

impulse towards reason from one based on its own lawfulness to one of pleasure.  

As an alternative to the more cognitive reading of aesthetic ideas, this chapter also 

considered the interpretive approach in relation to aesthetic ideas. Makkreel 
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acknowledges the importance of the imagination’s connection to reason through aesthetic 

ideas and further argued for the view that this provides a deeper, more expansive, 

relationship to sensibility than mere cognition. However, Makkreel seems to commit to 

aesthetic ideas as revealing, in addition to moral meaning, political, societal, historical, 

etc. meaning into sensible nature. This, I argued was too expansive. To evaluate my own 

position then within the scholarship, I consider Guyer’s approach to be deflationary in 

terms of the connection between imagination and reason, and to reduce the impulse of the 

imagination to pleasure. However, I consider Makkreel to be inflationary with regard to 

the kinds of meaning Kant sought from aesthetic reflection. In this way, I consider my 

following summary the imagination’s recognition, through its own lawful form, of nature 

as if rationally ordered to be a moderate picture of nature viewed aesthetically. 

Aesthetic ideas as connections between the imagination’s form and ideas of 

reason, as was demonstrated, opens the way for the imagination to form another nature 

out of sensibility. However, rather than the view of nature formed through the concepts of 

the understanding, where nature appeared as a mechanism in accordance with the laws of 

the understanding, the imagination’s view of nature, or nature as aesthetically conceived, 

is fundamentally one where nature is infused with reason. Of course, this is never a 

determined feature of experience; however, as I argued, it is the result of the 

imagination’s lawfulness, namely the principle of purposiveness, and its recognition of 

certain points that connect with higher ideas of reason. Since it is a product of the 

imagination, this view of nature remains wholly anchored in sensibility because the 

imagination is not a faculty capable of producing merely from ideas alone. However, the 

connections with reason suggest a more meaningful and rational order within nature that 
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goes beyond the mechanism provided by the understanding. Because aesthetic ideas are 

key in the recognition of this existing order and meaning, I argued that they represent a 

critical aspect of Kantian aesthetics, an aspect that my conception of the imagination’s 

dual role fully explicates. 

In conclusion, aesthetic ideas point towards an experience of nature as rationally 

ordered through the imagination. However, Kant does not contain his consideration of 

aesthetic ideas to nature alone. Aesthetic ideas are additionally discussed in terms of 

genius and expressed through fine art. This will be the subject of the next chapter. 

However, this chapter has provided the transcendental ground for aesthetic ideas that will 

come back into play as we investigate the specific talent of genius as it relates to the 

expression of these ideas in fine art. Further, by beginning with aesthetic ideas and their 

relation to sensible nature, this chapter reestablished the emphasis that Kant places on 

nature in his aesthetics. That is, it is the purposive view of nature, which this chapter has 

established through the imagination’s dual role, that will ground the work of genius and 

lead to the expression of aesthetic ideas in fine art.  
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CHAPTER 6: COMPLETING THE PICTURE – FINE ART, GENIUS, AND THE 

PURPOSIVENESS OF NATURE 

 

Up to this point in the investigation, we have seen how the imagination’s dual role 

began with the processes of the imagination within the Transcendental Deduction, grew 

into a full expression of the imagination in the Analytic of the Beautiful, and finally was 

able to sensibly demonstrate the independent order of nature in the form of aesthetic 

ideas. At this point, however, the power of the imagination reaches an interpretive fork in 

the road that ultimately determines the success of the Kantian aesthetic project. That is, 

with the full power of the imagination as a formal, as well as sensible, faculty revealed, 

the question arises as to the specific way that aesthetic ideas, as ideas of the imagination, 

can be exhibited and experienced. One option is to posit that the imagination, given its 

role as a formal faculty, has the ability to shape experience independent of sensibility – to 

produce experience based on its own formal capacities, in order to exhibit its ideas191. 

The other option is to have the imagination remain anchored in sensibility, relying on 

nature to ultimately bring about the exhibition of aesthetic ideas. In this chapter, I will 

argue that the latter option, the imagination maintaining its connection to sensibility, is 

the best approach for the goal of completing the Kantian aesthetic project towards 

recognizing an independent, rational order within nature. 

It is then the goal of this chapter to show how aesthetic ideas require sensibility 

for their representation. This clearly involves the role of judgment as the ability to 

recognize beautiful forms in nature as suggesting the presence of this independent order; 

 
191 Supporters and consequences for this option will be considered in Chapter 7. 
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however, to fully illustrate humanity’s relation to this independent order, we cannot only 

consider our ability to form a judgment as if this order existed. Rather, this project 

requires an investigation into humanity’s further ability to express the ideas of the 

imagination in the form of fine arts. Therefore, Kant’s conception of genius as the ability 

to render sensible the ideas of the imagination takes a center role in demonstrating how 

the imagination relies on this natural talent to achieve the fullest expression of its 

capacities. This explanation will serve as a way to link the ability of genius with the 

imagination in its dual role in aesthetic experience. Further, it will solidify the importance 

of fine art within Kant’s aesthetics as the specifically human manner of expressing ideas 

of the imagination, rather than simply the human way of recognizing them within an 

independent order. That is, the activity of genius in the face of beauty is the way to judge 

nature as if endowed with reason, despite its independence from our conceptual order, 

maintains a connection with humanity by making its order effable in certain contingent, 

individual ways. This connection is through the imagination and the imagination’s 

continued link with nature through sensibility192. 

Section 6.1 will provide an explanation of genius within Kant’s Critical 

framework. The goal of this section will be to lay out how Kant connects the capacity of 

genius with the expression of aesthetic ideas. Further, this section will discuss the status 

of fine art as products of genius and their relation to objects of nature that inspire the 

formation of aesthetic ideas. Here I will introduce the often-held position in Kant 

scholarship that fine arts, as compared to nature, offer lower, or less advantageous, 

 
192 A distinction needs to be made here between two aspects of viewing nature: phenomenal and 

noumenal. Phenomenal nature is nature experienced through cognition. Noumenal nature is nature itself, 
independent of our conceptual ordering. Unless specifically mentioned as phenomenal nature, this chapter 
deals with the noumenal aspect of nature. 
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examples of aesthetic ideas due to their inherent purposiveness. Sections 6.2 and 6.3 deal 

with this issue within fine arts and genius. Section 6.2 offers one solution through 

aesthetic formalism in the recognition and exhibition of aesthetic ideas. Henry Allison’s 

formalism will be examined to determine the costs and benefits of attributing formalism 

to Kantian aesthetics. I will argue that formalism in Kant’s aesthetics ultimately leads to a 

deflationary approach to the importance of aesthetic ideas and the independent order of 

nature. Stated briefly, formalism, through a variety of its principles, reduces the role 

nature has in works of genius and the exhibition of aesthetic ideas. In Section 6.3, I will 

offer an alternative reading of genius and its expression of aesthetic ideas that closer 

connects fine art with the goal of the third Critique, namely the recognition of sensible 

nature as if amenable to reason. Genius, as a capacity of the imagination, demonstrates 

that the independent order of nature is not only possible, but that the imagination is 

specifically attuned to shape this order in a way that is amenable to human sensibility. 

Otherwise stated, in the specific case of genius the imagination is fundamental in 

reaching into sensible nature and drawing out the expression in a manner that is 

intelligible to us. Therefore, the imagination in its dual role is both productive in its 

dealings with sensible nature, and yet relies on it to complete its project. As such, the 

ability of genius to sensibly render this independent order becomes a key aspect in 

unifying the beautiful in nature and fine arts through the imagination. This connection, I 

will ultimately argue, is best seen through the imagination in its dual role. 

In conclusion, this chapter will reflect on a function between genius and nature 

that serves to complete Kant’s aesthetic project. Since genius acts as a connection 

between the conditions that shape human experience and nature’s order through fine arts, 
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or genius makes this order sensible, then key to this connection is the transcendental 

functions that make possible both the recognition of this order and its sensible expression. 

This is ultimately the dual role of the imagination in its capacity to both shape the forms 

inspired by nature itself and place them within the boundaries of human sensible 

experience. 

6.1 Genius and the Expression of Aesthetic Ideas in Fine Art 

Kant’s sustained discussion of genius in the third Critique occurs immediately 

after his description of beautiful art, in particular his claims about the connections 

between beautiful art and nature. In §45, Kant seems to make clear the relationship 

between art and nature. He writes: 

In a product of art one must be aware that it is art, and not nature; yet the 
purposiveness in its form must still seem to be as free from all constraint 
by arbitrary rules as if it were a mere product of nature. (CPJ, 5:306)  

From this we can gather a few aspects of beautiful art in relation to nature. First, they are 

distinct categories. Kant will not claim that a product of nature is, itself, art. For example, 

a sunset or crystal formation, while looking like art due to the principle of purposiveness, 

cannot be considered art. Second, even though works of art are not nature, their form 

must be as if produced by nature in that no concept can serve as a rule for their beauty. 

Once again, the concept cannot serve as a force of proof for determining the beauty of 

fine arts. Art, however, has the added problem of being a production of an artist with a 

specific purpose in mind. This threatens the free activity of the imagination and 

understanding in free play in a way that beauty in nature does not. As such, based on 

Kant’s paragraphs discussing beauty and fine art, we immediately come into a tension 

between the purposiveness in the work of art and the necessary freedom from concepts 
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required by beauty. This will be explained in more detail later in this section; for now, it 

is worth noting the tension is apparent early on in Kant’s discussion of fine arts. Perhaps 

more interesting, however, is that the introduction of genius follows this problem directly 

and serves as a way to attenuate the initial tension193. 

At the very outset, Kant describes genius as “the talent (natural gift) that gives the 

rule to art” and “the inborn predisposition of the mind through which nature gives the 

rule to art” (CPJ, 5:307). From these initial remarks we can see that genius is intended to 

serve as a bridge between nature on one end and artistic expression on the other. Or, 

genius is the medium through which art is given its rule. Of course, as mentioned above, 

this rule cannot be in the form of a concept, as is the case with a regular cognition. 

Rather, the rule given to art must remain indeterminate and contingent, much in the same 

way that judgments of beauty must remain free of a concept. Kant explains this in the 

following quotation:  

Thus beautiful art cannot itself think up the rule in accordance with which 
it is to bring its product into being. Yet, since without a preceding rule a 
product can never be called art, nature in the subject (and by means of the 
disposition of the faculties) must give the rule to art, i.e., beautiful art is 
possible only as a product of genius. (CPJ, 5:307)  

There are a few important pieces to unpack from this statement. First, beautiful art is the 

product of an agent with intentions, but the form, or rule, of the work cannot be reduced 

to a determinate concept. That is, there is nothing conceptual about art.  

This brings me to the second important point in the above quotation. Kant 

indicates that nature in the subject, specifically through the disposition of our faculties, 

provides the rule. Nature cannot provide this rule directly to us since this would admit a 

 
193 Allison also holds that genius is a way to resolve the apparent tension between art and nature I 

terms of their purposiveness. See Allison, 2001, 272. 
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type of empiricism that Kant would reject. Instead, it is through nature mediated by the 

subjective faculties that we receive the rule. Specifically, the possibility of this rule being 

available to us relies on the productive power of the imagination in harmonious free play, 

the disposition of the faculties noted in the above quote. As stated above, this rule cannot 

come directly from nature at the risk of dogmatism; however, nor can it be a product of 

the understanding since the rule is indeterminate and contingent. So, it must be a product 

of the imagination. The imagination provides a form for the genius’ creation, but this 

form is not the result of the pure spontaneity of genius since imagination always retains 

some element of receptivity. This rule for the judgment of beauty in a work of art is both 

a product of the imagination and is a rule, but not in the same sense as rule of the 

understanding due to this sensible connection of the imagination. From this, then, we can 

see the connection between genius and the dual role of the imagination through beautiful 

art. Beautiful art requires a special rule, but that rule can only be a product of the 

imagination in its dual role capacity since it must be a form but one that is not 

determinate. Then we require an ability to express the rule inspired by some element of 

receptivity but formed by the imagination through fine art. That capacity is genius. 

Genius acts as an artistic mouthpiece, taking the rules inspired by nature, formed 

by the productive imagination, and giving them expression in the form of fine arts. Here, 

however, a further distinction needs to be made. With our experience of beauty, the 

productive imagination is only inspired by those objects that indicate a higher connection 

with reason. In the same way, genius does not interact with all the sensible material 

nature can provide. Rather, genius, through the forms provided by the imagination, 

utilizes as its subject matter only very specific instances of sensible nature, those that 
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inspire the imagination to produce forms for aesthetic judgment. The objects which are to 

be the subject of fine arts is given by the imagination, since it is this faculty’s productive 

activities in free play that provide the form for all judgments of beauty, including 

judgments of fine art. This aspect of genius returns a familiar feature of Kantian 

aesthetics – aesthetic ideas. Kant’s discussion of aesthetic ideas and their importance was 

the subject of Chapter 5. However, the discussion to that point was our ability to 

recognize these ideas through the imagination’s dual role. Genius represents the next step 

in fully understanding the relationship between the imagination and these ideas, namely 

genius as the special ability to originally express these ideas in beautiful art and its 

connection to the formal capacity of the imagination.  

Kant introduces aesthetic ideas into the discussion of genius through his 

conception of spirit within fine art. Spirit refers to that which animates the mind within a 

work of art; poetry, painting, oratory, etc. may all be technically sound, but said to lack 

spirit. Genius, then, is the capacity to endow artistic works with spirit, or the sensible 

rendering of nature’s material in such a way that brings about the imagination’s 

harmonious accord with the understanding. Kant claims that this is a feature of genius, in 

that genius: 

[D]isplays itself not so much in the execution of the proposed end in the 
presentation of a determinate concept as in the exposition or expression of 
aesthetic ideas, which contain rich material for that aim, hence the 
imagination, in its freedom from all guidance by rules, is nevertheless 
represented as purposive for the presentation of the given concept. (CPJ, 
5:317)  
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In this we see that genius is indelibly linked to the expression of aesthetic ideas194. 

Further, works resulting from genius make themselves known from other works of art in 

their ability to express aesthetic ideas as holding excessive meaning beyond mere 

conceptual ordering. More will be said regarding how the imagination’s dual role fits into 

this description of beautiful art in Section 6.3. For now, this discussion suffices to 

demonstrate the connection within Kantian aesthetics between genius and aesthetic ideas, 

products of the imagination, in the creation of beautiful art.  

With the connection of fine arts and aesthetic ideas in hand, I am now in a 

position to revisit the issue of purposiveness and works of art and offer an explanation of 

the tension between art and nature. Aesthetic ideas, as the sensible expression of ideas of 

reason within nature, are more directly received through nature. That is, if the value of 

beauty is to occasion the imagination to produce forms that are both inspired by nature 

and amenable to the laws of reason, then the most direct manner to come into contact 

with these ideas is through noumenal nature, rather than art. Fine arts, then, may be 

considered valuable insofar as they replicate the inspiration and production of the 

imagination as it comes into direct contact with beautiful objects in nature. By such a 

reading, beautiful works of art would occupy a lower position compared to natural beauty 

within Kant’s aesthetic framework195. Section 6.2 will take up a few attempts to provide 

this additional explanation; however, we now have the core of the problem of 

purposiveness in works of art. In terms of its relation to the imagination, the issue is that 

 
194 There are two senses in which we can understand Kant’s use of genius - 1) The minimal: 

genius that has the capacity to produce art that meets the requirements of aesthetic judgment, and 2) The 
thick: a genius whose products are normative to the extent they are both original and exemplary.  

 
195 I do not accept this view without qualification; however, if beauty in fine art and nature are to 

make sensible the ideas of reason through aesthetic ideas, the more direct exhibition of these ideas is the 
superior option, unless further explanation is offered. 
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due to the imagination’s tie to sensibility and aesthetic ideas as the imagination’s 

representation of ideas of reason within nature, one position is that natural beauty is the 

more direct way for the imagination to demonstrate its dual role compared to works of 

art. 

To conclude this section, we have seen the connection genius and the dual role of 

the imagination through the expression of aesthetic ideas in fine art. Genius acts as a 

mouthpiece due to the imagination’s capacity to provide the rule for art through its 

inspiration by beautiful objects in nature, which cannot be given to us directly. Further, 

Kant provides the subjective grounding for our experience of beauty in fine arts through 

aesthetic ideas. The ground provided by aesthetic ideas is the same ground that justifies 

our experience of beauty in nature, namely the harmonious disposition between the 

imagination and the understanding and, as I have argued, the imagination in its capacity 

as a formal faculty. However, art still remains essentially purposive as a product of an 

artist. Of course, the less obviously purposive the art is, the more it resembles free 

creation, like those of nature; but ultimately, by being a work of art, there is a boundary 

that it simply cannot pass – as art it is a human creation. This leads to the claim that fine 

arts occupy a lower or less advantageous position within Kantian aesthetics. Clearly, this 

issue has consequences for the status of fine arts as products of genius within the third 

Critique. With this in mind, the following two sections will use the concept of genius 

within Kant’s aesthetics as a springboard towards a possible reconciliation of this 

difference. 
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6.2 Kant and Aesthetic Formalism 

One way to resolve the tension between art and nature is to turn to a kind of 

aesthetic formalism within Kantian aesthetics. In this context, aesthetic formalism is the 

idea that to appreciate beauty, one needs to look to its form rather than social, historical, 

emotional, etc., aspects of the beautiful object. The form of the beautiful object in this 

case is the arrangement of its parts or sensible properties196. So, to sum up, formalism is a 

way of directing the aesthetic experience away from the particular or sensible aspects of 

the beautiful object and towards their overall arrangement either in nature or the work of 

art. In this way, formalism can be seen as a strategy to emphasize the importance of 

genius as the capacity to sensibly arrange or form the content given by nature in a way 

that is considered beautiful. By this view, it is the work of genius to take the material 

provided by nature and display it in a way that expresses the idea for us197. This section 

will consider Allison’s formalist approach within Kant’s aesthetics. In it we will see how 

formalism brings forward the importance of genius in art. However, as I will argue in the 

end of this section, the formalist approach actually deflates the importance of art and 

genius through their strict commitment to formal properties of art rather than the full 

picture of the relation of genius to nature through the productive imagination. 

6.2.1 Allison’s Formalism in Kant’s Theory of Taste 

Allison takes genius to resolve the issue of fine arts, namely that beautiful art 

needs to be both purposive without a purpose and that, in order for it to be art, it must be 

 
196 I owe this explanation of formalism to Rachel Zuckert’s “Purposiveness of Form: A Reading of 

Kant’s Aesthetic Formalism.” See Zuckert, 2006, 600 for the full explanation of formalism in this context. 
 
197 I, of course, argue for a more indirect relationship between genius and the sensible material of 

nature, one mediated by the productive power of the imagination.  
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recognized as art, thereby admitting a purpose. To provide a general picture of genius in 

working towards this end, we can look to the following passage where Allison discusses 

the particular orientation of genius and nature: 

The basic idea is that the genius not only has the capacity to invent the 
appropriate attributes and unify them into a cohesive, aesthetically 
pleasing whole, but also the capacity to grasp the aptness of this creation 
(the aesthetic idea or cluster thereof) to express symbolically or 
metaphorically the underlying idea of the work. Since this aptness is 
something the genius must, in the last analysis, simply feel or see, no rule 
can be given for it, which again means it cannot be taught or acquired but 
is, rather, an innate talent stemming directly from the genius’s nature.198 

This seems to explain away the initial tension between art as beautiful and purposive. The 

genius produces the sensible expression with regard to its aptness, or fit, with the 

aesthetic idea. However, since the fit between the work of art and the aesthetic idea 

cannot be taught, but instead is a product of the genius, then there is no determinate rule 

for its production. Allison’s picture of genius as producing the expression of a coherent 

unity in the work or art without the use of a rule is one way in which the issue of beauty 

and purposiveness can be explained for instances of beautiful art. This is achieved by 

making genius responsible for both the aesthetic form and the indeterminate rule that 

guides its production. Sensible nature in this picture then simply becomes the inspiration 

for the feeling within the genius to apply its own indeterminate rule according to the 

genius’ nature199. 

The formalism within Allison’s approach begins to take shape following shortly 

after the above passage. Allison writes, in discussing the relation between genius and 

 
198 Allison, 2001, 285. 
 
199 It is worth noting how remarkably close Allison’s view here is to my own. The key difference 

is that the capacities Allison attributed to genius, I attribute to the productive imagination. That is, I argue 
that it is the formal, productive imagination that is responsible for both the aesthetic forms and the 
indeterminate rule that guides their sensible representation.  
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judgment, that, “it seems that at least one of the essential ingredients in genius must be a 

particularly acute form of judgment, one directed specifically at the fit between aesthetic 

and rational ideas”200. This use of the term ‘fit’ calls back to Allison’s earlier discussion 

of harmonious free play representing a particularly good fit between concept and 

intuition, where intuition yielded multiple possible applications that induced free play 

between the faculties201. In the case of beautiful art, the genius recognizes a fit, not 

between the elements of cognition, but between ideas of reason and aesthetic ideas. Since 

aesthetic ideas are sensible and ideas of reason are explicitly beyond sense, any fit 

between them cannot be sensible, but formal. Or, any expression of this fit in a beautiful 

work of art cannot be on account of the work’s sensible aspects, but instead on its 

arrangement, or formal qualities. Since aesthetic ideas as sensible representations require 

a form for their expression, then the connection that genius exemplifies in its products 

must be the form. Therefore, to judge a piece of art, one must look to the formal 

arrangement of the aesthetic idea as an exemplification of this fit. 

What remains to be explained is what the form is that is the subject for beautiful 

art. In cases of genius, according to Allison, “the form is just the unity or coherence given 

to a collection of aesthetic attributes by the genius in virtue of which it becomes a 

communicable aesthetic idea”202. Again, drawing on Allison’s earlier description of 

 
200 Allison, 2001, 286. 
 
201 Zuckert defends an alternative formalist position. Rather than the meaning expressing this 

multitude of possible meanings, Zuckert’s ‘whole-formalism’ emphasizes the ability of the beautiful object 
to represent order and unity out of seemingly diverse parts. In terms of beauty, she claims, “an object is 
beautiful if it is ordered or unifies, if its parts harmonize to form a whole – or, more specifically, that 
beauty is a unity of diversity or variety.” See Zuckert, 2006, 601. 

 
202 Allison, 2001, 288. 
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harmonious free play, beauty occasions an abundance of possible content that the 

imagination runs through without determining a specific concept to the intuition. The 

genius’ role in creation of beautiful art is to take this abundance of meaning and arrange 

it in a manner that forms a communicable aesthetic idea without the use of a specific rule. 

Based on such an interpretation, it is the arrangement, not the aesthetic idea itself, that 

makes the work of art beautiful203. As Allison points out, “a genius is someone who…is 

extraordinarily good at producing and expressing aesthetic ideas, which does not preclude 

lesser talents from also producing them”204. Given Allison’s formalism, genius is not the 

only way to communicate aesthetic ideas; rather, it is the talent for arranging the 

additional content provided by experiences of beauty in a way that expresses these ideas. 

The outcome of this arrangement, then, determines whether a work of art is beautiful or 

not. Allison’s view can then be described as formalist, and indeed offers such a 

description himself. Further, by placing the emphasis on the ability of genius to provide 

both the coherence for the aesthetic idea’s sensible expression and its own indeterminate 

rule, Allison seems to have dealt with the issue of purposiveness for works of art. 

However, there are definite issues with his view in terms of the description of form and 

the role of the imagination within Allison’s formalist interpretation. 

 

 
203 Based on this description, I consider Allison’s formalism to be an example of ‘property 

formalism.’ According to Zuckert’s work on the subject, property formalism is described as, “the view that 
the form of an object can be described in terms of a set of specific spatial or temporal properties that 
characterize the relations that hold among different parts of the object, and that these properties are 
responsible for the beauty of the object.” Zuckert, 2006, 600. Guyer, 1997, 211-237 provides a clearer 
example of this version of formalism. Allison’s view still relies on the relations that exist between sensible 
properties that exceed conceptual application. See Allison, 2001, 131-132 and 288 for the relation between 
his formalism and that held by Guyer. 

 
204 Allison, 2001, 287. 
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6.2.2 Problems in Formalism – The Deflation of Nature in Art 

Allison’s view emphasizes the spontaneous and productive power of genius. He 

does so by not only claiming that genius is responsible for the arrangement of the 

beautiful work of art, but also indicates that the rule for the work’s production is also a 

product of genius. We can find textual support for Allison’s view in Kant’s claim that, 

“genius is the exemplary originality of the natural endowment of a subject for the free 

use of his cognitive faculties” (CPJ, 5:318). As such, it seems reasonable for Allison to 

conclude that Kant intended genius to provide sensible examples of that which inspires 

the free use of our cognitive faculties. However, if genius is directly responsible for the 

rule that produces works of art, as Allison seems to claim, then it is not exhibition of a 

possible order in nature that is the product of genius, but rather another order that 

humanity is capable of generating through its faculties. Otherwise stated, the value of 

genius given this understanding of Kantian aesthetics only opens up another cognitive 

dimension to our experience of beautiful, not another way of viewing nature205. This 

added dimension serves only our cognitive abilities because if the rule for its creation 

stems solely from genius, then, it is completely constituted by our mental faculties. As 

such, the formalist deflation of nature in the expression of aesthetic ideas obscures the 

ultimate value of aesthetics within the Kantian framework, the connection between nature 

and reason. 

 
205 Even the more nature friendly whole-formalism adopted by Zuckert cannot overcome this 

problem in the formalist view. Zuckert claims that the value of her position is that taking Kant as a whole-
formalist, “allows us to understand the connections Kant wishes to establish between aesthetic experience, 
biological functions, and empirical cognition.” Zuckert, 2006, 622. The value in taking nature as a whole is 
that it deepens our empirical cognitions of nature to include the unity of nature in terms of beauty and 
biology. Left out from this claim is the view of nature containing a supersensible substrate of reason made 
available through beauty. 
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 As is often the case with Kant, however, there is another side in the dialectic. In 

this case it is the necessary receptivity of genius. In discussing how genius serves as an 

example for other geniuses, Kant writes that the latter genius, “itself acquires a new rule, 

by which the talent shows itself as exemplary” (CPJ, 5:318). Although this passage 

specifically discusses how one genius may learn from another genius, it suggests a 

problem for the purely spontaneous picture of genius in Allison’s formalist account. 

Acquisition, rather than production, implies a more nuanced relationship between the 

genius and the rules of art than one of spontaneous production. This is at odds with 

Allison’s following description of the specifics regarding the indeterminate rule for 

production:  

Since this aptness is something that the genius must, in the last analysis, 
simply feel or see, no rule can be given for it, which again means that it 
cannot be taught or acquired but is, rather, an innate talent stemming 
directly from the genius’s nature. Consequently, by ‘nature’ in this context 
we must understand not simply the sheer imaginative power of the genius, 
but also the ability to recognize (without appealing to determinate 
concepts or rules) the ‘harmony’ between the products of the imagination 
in its freedom and the contents of the understanding.206  

Allison’s claim here is that genius itself is the source for the rule due to its imaginative 

capacity and ability to recognize the harmony between products of the imagination, i.e., 

aesthetic ideas, and the understanding. Certainly, genius contains a productive capability 

in the formation of works of art. Afterall, its products are the result of the productive 

imagination supplying aesthetic ideas for judgment. However, how genius comes upon 

the rule for its creation is not as direct as Allison’s above claim207. That is, this rule 

 
206 Allison, 2001, 285-286. 
 
207 Absent this productive capacity, the works of genius run the risk of becoming mere aping of 

previous works of art, or simply imitation of sensible nature. So, any explanation of genius ought to 
mediate between both its spontaneous and receptive aspects. 
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cannot simply be the result of the spontaneity of genius since the imagination retains a 

receptive element in all of its activities. 

My argument is that genius acquires this rule from the imagination, which is only 

possible if the imagination maintains a formal capacity in aesthetic judgments. That is, 

the imagination, inspired by potential connections between nature and reason, produces 

the rule for beautiful art that genius then acquires for the sensible representation in 

particular works of art. So, genius is spontaneous in the sensible representation – there is 

no rule as to how a particular aesthetic idea might be represented within a particular work 

of art; however, genius remains receptive to the forms provided by the imagination since 

such rules cannot be directly received by nature, but only indirectly received as products 

of the imagination. In this way, my view provides a non-deflationary view of nature as 

the inspiration for the forms of the imagination while also maintaining the receptivity of 

genius to acquire the rule for art from another source rather than nature itself, namely the 

productive imagination. 

We can form a clearer picture of this connection by looking closer at Kant’s 

comments regarding what I have indicated as the receptivity of genius. Genius, by Kant’s 

description, is particularly favored by nature. Another way to understand this is that 

genius is particularly apt at expressing the ideas of reason through the products of the 

imagination. As I have argued, despite this favoritism towards genius, the relationship 

between nature and genius remains indirect, facilitated through the productive 

imagination. Another way to describe this is that genius acts as nature’s mouthpiece, 

indirectly, through the imagination, by expressing aesthetic ideas in works of art. It gives 

sensible expression to aesthetic ideas through composition, arrangement, and production 
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within the work of art; however, the acquisition of a rule is a result of genius’ connection 

to the products of the imagination, not its own spontaneous capacity or any connection 

with nature itself. In this way, we can see genius as favored in its ability to take the rule 

of the imagination, which is inspired by beautiful objects within nature, and create a work 

of art that demonstrates an aesthetic idea while avoiding mere natural imitation. It is this 

picture of genius, as gifted by nature to serve as its indirect mouthpiece, that must be 

offered in a reading of Kant’s aesthetics. Genius is the distinctly human ability to express 

aesthetic ideas in the form of beautiful art through the productive imagination and its 

forms in judgments of beauty. That is precisely the picture of genius I will provide in the 

next section. 

6.3 Genius, Nature, and the Imagination’s Dual Role 

In the previous section, I argued that the formalist attempt to reconcile the 

apparent purpose in a work of art and the fact that beauty must remain without a 

determined purpose led to a view that made genius the spontaneous producer of the rule 

for art. This, I claimed, obscured the role of the imagination as the producer of aesthetic 

ideas. In addition, I claimed that nature was relegated to a peripheral role as merely the 

provider of sensible content by deemphasizing the receptive aspect of genius to acquire 

the rule of art. This represents a limitation on the role aesthetics can play towards 

providing the bridge between reason and sensible nature. In this section, I will argue that 

in order to complete this picture of aesthetics within Kant’s Critical framework, we must 

account for the imagination since it remains strongly connected to sensible nature and a 

picture of nature as providing inspiration for the form received by genius from the 

imagination. To provide such a picture without falling into the problem presented by the 
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apparent purposiveness of art will require the imagination to demonstrate its dual role as 

a provider of both form and sensible content in the creation of beautiful art inspired by 

the possibility of an amenable, rational order within nature. 

To begin, I will return to what genius is intended to convey through artistic 

production. Allison is correct in emphasizing the role aesthetic ideas play in relation to 

genius, since genius is the capacity for sensibly exhibiting ideas whose full expression 

transcends sensibility. It is unlikely, however, that Kant intended all sensible expressions 

of aesthetic ideas to be examples of works of genius. For example, it is unlikely that Kant 

considered Frederick the Great an artistic genius, despite his expression of a 

cosmopolitan disposition at the end of one’s life. Instead, as noted above, we might find 

works of art well-executed, thoughtful, entertaining, and the like; however, the 

distinguishing mark of genius was what Kant called ‘spirit.’ I briefly discussed the idea 

of spirit in an earlier section as the signifier of genius within a work of art; now, it will be 

important to further consider the role of spirit, not merely as a quality of art, but as a 

connection between our transcendental faculties. 

Kant offers brief remarks on spirit in the context of aesthetic ideas and genius, 

and only obliquely suggests the connection between spirit and nature through the 

existence of aesthetic ideas. However, in the Pillau lectures on anthropology, we can find 

the connection between the spirit within works of genius and nature expressed more 

explicitly. Kant offers the following passage from the Pillau lectures: 

Spirit is not a particular faculty, but what gives unity to all the faculties. 
Understanding and sensibility, or now better, imagination, are the human 
faculties; to give unity to these two is spirit. It is the universal unity of the 
human mind; or also the harmony between them. Spirit is the enlivening 
of sensibility through the idea. ‘Idea’ does not signify concept; for 
everyone can have concepts without the idea. The idea is really a concern 
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of the understanding, but not through abstraction, since they are concepts. 
It is a principle of rules. It provides a double unity: a distributive and a 
collective. The idea always has to do only with the unity of the manifold in 
its entirety; thus it contains the principle of the manifold in its entirety. 
(AP, 25:782) 

Spirit represents the unification of the mind, or the faculties of the imagination and the 

understanding. Further, it enlivens the imagination through the idea and not through the 

concept. This is critical because it provides the picture of the double unity that Kant 

referenced in the above passage between the distributive unity, or the unity provided by 

understanding’s concepts, and the collective unity, or the idea of nature itself taken as a 

unity208. That is, spirit, as the enlivening of the imagination, provides a view of nature 

that is doubly unified, at once by our understanding and unified in itself209. From this, we 

can make sense of the last statement of the passage. The idea contains the distributive 

unity and the collective unity of nature. The collective unity, or nature as a systematic 

unity, however, is a principle or, more specifically, the principle of purposiveness. Spirit, 

then, is responsible for providing the unity of the faculties that produces a doubly unified 

view of nature as at once unified by our concepts and unified based on principle of 

purposiveness.  

We can take this aspect of spirit and then return to the capacity of genius in the 

third Critique. Genius is the capacity to take the animating power of this double unity 

between the rules of the understanding and the lawfulness of the imagination, and 

 
208 Another way to understand the distinction between the distributive and collective unities of 

nature is in terms of the part/whole relationship. Distributive unity is where the parts precede the whole, as 
in where particulars are in search of a universal. The collective unity involves the whole of nature 
preceding its parts, where a unified picture of nature is simply given and particulars are found to fit this 
given unity. 

 
209 I owe this interpretation of the above passage to Lara Ostaric. See Ostaric, 2010 for the full 

analysis.  
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sensibly express it through fine arts. It is in this way that genius achieves the expression 

of an aesthetic idea. Further, since the principle of nature as a unified whole necessarily 

remains outside the bounds of sensibility, we can further claim that the expressions of 

genius, or works of art, exhibit nature’s purposiveness210. Not only does this reveal the 

full value of genius as the vehicle through which the principle of purposiveness can be 

sensibly expressed, it also indicates a limitation of views that do not account for genius’ 

receptivity, even in considering fine art. That is, where more cognitive-oriented 

approaches to art and genius point to genius’ ability to produce a work that sets our 

cognitive faculties into motion, thereby revealing new possibilities for conceptual 

application, the interpretation of genius offered here goes beyond that capacity.  

Works of genius not only set our faculties into harmonious free play, they also 

sensibly exhibit the principle of purposiveness, albeit symbolically through aesthetic 

ideas211. Otherwise stated, genius provides the sensible expression of nature’s possible 

unity through beautiful works of art. These works, as products of genius, set our faculties 

into harmonious play, thereby establishing a connection between our free cognitive 

powers and sensible nature. This connection, however, cannot be formed without the 

imagination since it is the imagination that provides the picture of nature as a possibly 

unified whole through the principle of purposiveness. Spirit is the unity of this view of 

nature and our own ordering of nature that then enlivens genius as a capacity of the 

imagination to produce works of art that sensibly expresses this other, noumenal, unity 

 
210 Ostaric makes a similar claim. She states, “Because it is the Idea of nature as a systematic 

whole, or the Idea of nature’s supersensible substrate, that acts through genius, works of genius, just as the 
beauties of nature, exhibit nature’s moral purposiveness.” See Ostaric, 2010, 33. 

 
211 Relevant but beyond the scope of this project is the connection between the exhibition of 

nature’s purposiveness and the exhibition of the possibility for the realization of the highest good within 
our sensible existence. See Ostaric, 2010 for more on this connection. 



 181 

within nature. Therefore, works of genius are the sensible exhibitions of the 

imagination’s forms, which are inspired by beautiful objects in nature. In this way, we 

can now consider genius, like beautiful forms in nature, as a vital component to forming 

the bridge between freedom and nature.  

Before continuing into the dual role of the imagination as a ground for works of 

genius as both enlivening our faculties and exhibiting the principle of purposiveness, it is 

important to return to Allison to emphasize where his view falls short. Allison, 

contrasting natural with artistic beauty, writes the following: 

[S]ince its manner of symbolizing morality involves the idea of nature’s 
moral purposiveness, natural beauty may be said to bring about a 
transition to the supersensible without as well as within, while an 
engagement with artistic beauty promotes primarily a transition to the 
supersensible within.212  

Setting aside the moral aspect of the claim here, under Allison’s interpretation, only 

natural beauty involves the double unity of the supersensible within nature and the 

supersensible aspects of our faculties, namely their ability to strive towards ideas. Genius 

and its products, however, are involved only with our inner faculties and their ability to 

arrive at the supersensible. My earlier criticism of Allison’s formalism, namely that it 

deflates the role of nature in considerations of art and gives genius the role of providing 

its own rule, becomes key. If nature is considered only in terms of providing sensible 

material and not inspiring the formal processes of the imagination, genius has no access 

to the ‘without’ of the supersensible. That must come from the principle of nature itself as 

a collective unity, which, according to the argument in the previous section, is acquired 

by genius from the imagination. That is, accessing the ‘within’ and ‘without’ of the 

 
212 Allison, 2001, 263. 
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supersensible requires both the distributive and collective unity. Returning to Kant’s 

comments from the Pillau lectures, we find that the Idea guarantees the doubly unified 

view. Further, that the capacity that enlivens our faculties towards this dual view is spirit. 

Connecting the Pillau lectures back to the third Critique, works of aesthetic genius are 

signified by their spirit, or the view of nature as both unified through our concepts and 

also itself unified through the principle of purposiveness. Works of genius then must be a 

bridge between both the ‘within’ and ‘without,’ each representing a supersensible order 

found to be harmonious213.  

With this explanation of genius, we can argue not only for artistic beauty as equal 

to natural beauty within Kantian aesthetics, but we also have a more systematically 

complete view of fine art and genius in reference to Kant’s overall project in the third 

Critique. That is, fine art and genius play an indirect role through the imagination’s 

principle of purposiveness in bridging the gap between nature and freedom. Genius, 

enlivened by the principle of the collective unity of nature, is capable of producing works 

of art that sensibly demonstrate the possibility of nature’s purposiveness. Spirit, as the 

possibility of this communication between genius and the Idea, provides the grounds for 

genius’ elevation from limited access to only the ‘within’ of the supersensible, to fully 

capable of connecting both the supersensible aspects of our faculties and the 

supersensible in nature.  

 
213 My view here agrees with the conclusion stated by Ostaric that, “works of genius, just as the 

beauty of nature, enable a transition both to the supersensible ‘without’ and the supersensible ‘within.’” See 
Ostaric, 2010, 34. In addition, Ostaric takes her argument for genius as a transition to both orientations of 
the supersensible as an answer to Baxley, who concludes that “since objects of art are, after all, products of 
art, not nature, by definition they could provide no such indications of nature’s moral purposiveness.” See 
Baxley, 2005, 40.  
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What remains, then, is to demonstrate how genius is capable of both producing 

works that set our mind into harmonious free play while also acting as a cipher for nature. 

On the one hand, we find the freedom of the faculties and on the other we find the source 

of this freedom acting as a mouthpiece for the expression of another order. This must be 

reconciled, and the imagination understood in its dual role provides an opportunity for 

just such a resolution. That the imagination factors in completion of a comprehensive 

picture of genius should come as little surprise. After all, Kant is quick to bring in the 

faculty of the imagination in his discussion of genius, which now serves as the 

connection between sensible nature and ideas of reason in reference to fine art214. As 

noted several times above, genius cannot receive the rule directly from nature itself. That 

would violate the freedom and non-purposiveness of artistic creation and permit a feature 

of dogmatism that Kant would reject. However, should we consider genius to access both 

orientations of the supersensible, the form provided to it must not be its own creation 

either, since one orientation of the supersensible comes from ‘without.’ That is, as I have 

argued, there must be a receptivity to genius to acquire the supersensible from outside of 

us.  

The imagination in its formal capacity provides a way of maneuvering this 

difficulty without violating either aspect of beautiful art. In instances of natural beauty, 

nature inspires the imagination to produce its own forms that demonstrate the principle of 

purposiveness, or the idea that nature may be independently ordered. Artistic beauty, 

 
214 Kant does this through the connection between genius and spirit. We can see this in §49 of the 

third Critique. There, spirit is the animating principle of the mind and here Kant means the faculties of the 
imagination and the understanding. In the Pillau lectures, Kant specifically notes the imagination, as 
opposed to merely sensibility, as one side of the unity provided by spirit. See specifically CPJ, 5:313 and 
AP, 25:782. 
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however, requires that nature’s purposiveness be exhibited not only as a product of the 

imagination but also through the work of genius in the cases of fine art. The work of 

genius, as we have seen, accesses the supersensible by way of the subject’s faculties, 

namely the productive imagination, through the imagination’s ability to represent ideas of 

reason, albeit incompletely, in the harmonious free play of the faculties. That is, what I 

am claiming here is that genius understood in the minimal sense, as merely the capacity 

to produce art that meets the demands of aesthetic judgment, is enough to only access the 

‘supersensible within’. The supersensible beyond the subject, however, must be accessed 

differently.  

As the cipher of nature, genius must receive nature’s rule. Genius, however, is not 

itself a cognitive faculty. Those faculties are the understanding and imagination. As we 

have seen in previous chapters, the understanding provides its own order to the sensible 

manifold and has no receptive capacity in reference to sensible nature. That responsibility 

fell to the imagination, exemplified in its activity in aesthetic judgment. Nature viewed as 

a unified whole, or the collective unity, in cases of natural beauty, is formed by the 

imagination as the order that goes beyond the content provided by our concepts. The 

imagination, inspired by beauty within nature, produces its own forms to bring to bear in 

aesthetic judgment. Genius is the capacity to take these forms provided by the 

imagination acting in its dual role, and to produce a sensible exhibition of these forms, or 

a work of beautiful art. In this way, genius receives the rule not directly from sensible 

nature, which would violate the freedom from purposiveness, but from the imagination. 

The rule remains inspired by the collective unity of nature, which is the sensible aspect of 

the imagination’s inspired forms. Genius then is responsible for their translation from 
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forms produced by the imagination to being capable of exhibition in beautiful art. The 

acquisition of these forms, however, can only be achieved if the imagination acts in its 

capacity as a form-bringing faculty, or its dual role. Otherwise, the question remains as to 

how genius receives the rule from sensible nature without itself being a sensible faculty. 

The dual role of the imagination provides an immediate answer to this question. 

This interpretation has a number of benefits. First, it provides an explanation for 

Kant’s seemingly contradictory claim in the third Critique that art ought to appear as 

nature, even though the viewer must also be aware of its status as an art object215. We can 

look back to the interaction of nature, genius, and the imagination to provide a better 

picture of why this is the case. Works of art, if they are to be beautiful, must be based off 

of the forms provided by the imagination, which were originally inspired by the view of 

nature as a collective whole. So, the content of beautiful art is based on beauty in nature 

but acquired indirectly through the forms of the imagination. Given this connection 

between genius and nature, it is unsurprising then that the products of genius will appear 

as though products of nature. However, it also explains why it is not the case that every 

landscape painting or every depiction of the human form is worthy of being beautiful art. 

Genius acts as nature’s mouthpiece insofar as the supersensible substrate in nature 

inspires the imagination. However, the imagination is productive in its own forms. That 

is, the forms provided for genius to translate into art are not mere reproductions of 

nature’s beauties. They are ultimately products of the imagination. As such, beautiful art 

 
215 “Thus the purposiveness in the product of beautiful art, although it is certainly intentional, must 

nevertheless not seem intentional; i.e., beautiful art must be regarded as nature, although of course one is 
aware of it as art.” See CPJ, 5:306-307.  
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cannot simply be a reproduction of nature, but must instead be sensible exhibitions of the 

forms of the imagination, or aesthetic ideas. 

A second benefit to this view in terms of fine arts is it supports Kant’s position 

regarding beautiful depictions of ugly subjects in nature216. Art has the unique capacity to 

beautifully represent subject matters that appear ugly or displeasing in nature. My 

interpretation of the role the imagination as a form-bringing faculty explains why this is 

the case within Kantian aesthetics. The imagination, as I have discussed in earlier 

chapters, is not merely a faculty that prepares the sensible manifold for conceptual 

application. Rather, it has the ability to strive towards the ideas of reason and does just 

this in cases of aesthetic experience. Although ultimately falling short of such ideas, the 

imagination’s forms with regard to the ugly and displeasing reach beyond the mere 

sensible content and into the supersensible content that such depictions may indicate. For 

example, a depiction of withering flower would likely be displeasing to the senses alone. 

However, this depiction will also contain, for example, the idea of the impermanence of 

life that is also present in the representation, which transcends the sensible material. The 

forms provided, by the imagination, to genius to create such a work of art would be 

inspired by material within nature, however because they are the results of the productive 

imagination, these forms also reach towards supersensible ideas. So, genius acting on 

these forms is capable of taking something displeasing in sensible nature and making it 

pleasurable within the work of art. 

 
216 The examples Kant uses are the furies, diseases, and the devastations of war, claiming that they 

can, “as harmful things, be very beautifully described, indeed even represented in paintings[.]” See CPJ, 
5:312. 



 187 

Finally, my interpretation of the imagination’s dual role providing its own forms 

to genius explains why, within Kantian aesthetics, the ability to judge beauty does not 

necessarily lead to the ability to sensibly represent beauty in the form of art. Genius 

remains the innate talent of nature to give expression to its independent order. We can see 

how this is the case by returning to the imagination in its dual role. The imagination is a 

productive faculty insofar as it pertains to the production of forms based on the principle 

of purposiveness. That is, the imagination in its dual role is capable of the production of 

aesthetic ideas inspired by beauty in nature. These ideas, however, are not the complete 

content of artistic beauty. Or, simply the capacity to form aesthetic ideas does not make 

one an artistic genius in the ‘thick’ sense, capable of being normative as original and 

exemplary. Rather, it is the specific task of genius to take the forms provided by the 

imagination and serve as nature’s mouthpiece in giving them artistic, i.e., sensible, 

representation in the form of a painting, sculpture, poem, etc. To further clarify, we may 

picture the sensible products of genius as between two hypothetical sets of products, one 

by the understanding and the other by imagination. As we might expect, a product of the 

understanding would be mere replication or imitation of nature. That is, it is produced 

according to the understanding’s concept of the object. On the other hand, the 

imagination’s sensible production without genius would be unintelligible, since Kant is 

clear that no rule can be produced by the imagination217.  

 
217 This might immediately appear contradictory to my earlier claims that the imagination provides 

the rule or principle of purposiveness in cases of natural beauty. This requires two points of clarification. 
First, I have argued that the imagination produces its own forms based on its sensible connection with 
nature. That is, the imagination is incapable of generating a rule sui generis but can be creative based on the 
sensible content supplied by nature in particular instances of beauty. Second, this discussion specifically 
references artistic production. The imagination can make intelligible its own forms as aesthetic ideas. 
However, translating this these forms into artistic production is the capacity of genius. This is why all 
humans are capable of experiencing beauty, but not all are capable of producing beautiful art. 
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Genius is the capacity to give artistic representation to the forms provided by the 

imagination. As such, genius can only receive its rule through the imagination in its dual 

role. If this explanation, however, leads to too strong of a division between the 

imagination and genius, there are a few points to mention that may smooth over some of 

the difficulties. First, the imagination and genius remain indelibly linked in the 

production of artistic beauty. Genius, unable to spontaneously generate its own rule, 

relies on the forms of the imagination to construct works of art. Second, Kant offers a 

distinction between genius and the imagination in the Pillau lectures. Further, he does so 

on exactly the same grounds. He states: 

In all human cognitions there must be something absolutely firm. There 
must be a use of our talents which is something new, and can be regarded 
as a principle for the new. But this principle is not to be found in all, and 
this is spirit, which can also be called the ‘originality’ of talent, that is, 
which is not derivative. There are arts capable of spirit, if spirit can be 
brought to bear, or where there is a principle of the new. There are also 
arts devoid of spirit, arts that are learned. But there can be no insight into 
that upon which the principle of novelty rests. Of course one appeals to a 
rich imagination: But the products of imagination are merely like a chaos; 
the products of genius foresee an idea, through which the imagination is 
enlivened. (AP, 25:783) 

At the beginning of this passage, Kant distinguishes the originality found in genius with 

the universal rules found in all cognitions. However, once the originality is established, 

Kant finishes the passage by pointing out that the products of genius are not simply the 

products of the imagination. Rather, genius and the imagination are connected in artistic 

production through the idea. According to the passage, the product of genius sensibly 

represents the idea, which from the third Critique we know to be the aesthetic idea, and 

the imagination becomes enlivened by its presentation, thereby initiating free harmony 

with the understanding. So, the boundary between the imagination and genius is not too 
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strong in that genius relies on the imagination for its form; and the imagination, on its 

own chaotic, requires the genius to anticipate the idea.  

Given my thesis on the imagination’s dual role, I can now conclude by offering a 

complete picture of the interplay of genius and the imagination in the creation of artistic 

beauty. Natural beauty inspires the imagination to produce its own forms through 

aesthetic judgment. For the specific case of artistic production, the imagination provides 

these forms for the unique capacity of genius, thereby providing genius the indeterminate 

rule for the creation of art that can ultimately be traced back to nature viewed in terms of 

the principle of purposiveness. In this way, genius acts as a cipher for the nature as a 

collective unity. Genius employs its talent to give sensible representation to these forms, 

or to sensibly represent ideas or reason – aesthetic ideas. The presentation of aesthetic 

ideas through the talent of genius results in beautiful works of art. Artistic beauty, 

representing the imagination’s forms through aesthetic ideas, then continues to enliven 

the imagination. As such, we arrive at the position within Kantian aesthetics that claims 

works of artistic genius inspire future geniuses and imitation. This is because beautiful 

art, like natural beauty, serves to enliven the imagination and its production of forms as 

aesthetic ideas. These ideas can lead to recognition of natural beauty as signs of reason’s 

potential order within nature; or, in the case where another talented genius has their 

imagination enlivened, further production of beautiful art. Either way, the imagination 

acting in its dual role provides a complete picture for the role of art within Kantian 

aesthetics. 
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6.4 Conclusion – Reconciling Genius and Purposiveness 

This chapter began with the presentation of two options: 1) Imagination in its dual 

role as capable of forming its own products based on its sensible and formal components; 

or, 2) the imagination, even with its formal capacities, remains anchored within 

sensibility for all aesthetic experience. That the imagination relies on sensibility in cases 

of natural beauty is clear. Nature provides the objects of beauty, which serve to inspire 

the productive imagination. Products of art, however, provided a different challenge for 

the interpretation of the imagination as a formal faculty. As a human production, it must 

be derived from some rule; otherwise, it would be impossible to recognize art as art. 

However, that rule cannot be an empirical concept, since beauty cannot be purposive. 

Therefore, art must receive a rule, but the source of that rule determines not only the 

ultimate value of art, but also the status of nature within Kant’s aesthetics. As we saw in 

Allison’s formalist interpretation, nature was relegated to providing the sensible content, 

while genius spontaneously provided the rule for art. As a way of avoiding the conclusion 

of the imagination forming its own experience through both rules and sensible content, 

formalism limited the value of fine arts to simply the supersensible ‘within.’ That is, art 

and genius do not access sensible nature’s possible connection with reason; rather, they 

simply indicate our cognitive ability to think beyond sense and form connections that are 

not empirically, i.e. sensibly, available218. This gives us access to the ‘supersensible 

within’ but does not have an account for the ‘supersensible without’ due to the lack of 

genius’ receptivity through the imagination. 

 
218 See Allison, 2001 and Zuckert, 2006. Also see Section 6.2 for the limitations to the formalist 

approach. 
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To avoid the consequences of genius providing its own rule, I argued for another 

source for the rule guiding artistic production. Art, it was shown, receives its rule 

indirectly from nature through the forms produced by the imagination in its dual role. 

This required the expansion of genius from merely the supersensible ‘within’ to also 

including access to the supersensible ‘without,’ or the collective unity of nature, through 

the forms of the imagination. Genius, in order to overcome the limitations of the formalist 

view while also avoiding slipping into the creation of its own rule, received its rule 

indirectly from nature, through the forms produced by the imagination. This allows 

genius to claim access to the dual unity of nature while being itself unable to purely 

dictate the rule for artistic creation. As I have argued, this reconciliation between artistic 

creation and the principle of purposiveness in nature is best achieved with a view of the 

imagination in its dual role, providing the formal component for aesthetic considerations 

that genius then puts into artistic production. 

The textual benefits of this view have already been stated. To conclude this 

chapter, I would like to emphasize how genius and artistic production provide a way of 

considering the imagination in its dual role that avoids the issue raised in the coming 

chapter. The imagination is incapable of forming its own rule without the inspiration of 

sensibility, and the products of its unfettered activity could conceivably be chaotic. So, 

any attempt to increase the power of the imagination must keep this feature of the faculty 

in mind. That is, work on the imagination must navigate a path between conceptual 

determination on one hand and a higher, supersensible connection on the other. The 

former risks making the imagination a mere handmaiden, a faculty always at the service 

of the understanding. Alternatively, too much emphasis on connecting the imagination 
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with a faculty like reason risks the intelligibility of Ideas of reason, since the imagination 

ultimately seeks to schematize the supersensible219. Given such an ability in accord with 

reason, the imagination would be able to do just that220. The view of the imagination that 

I have provided in this chapter assures that neither of these difficulties come into play. 

Imagination, acting in its dual capacity, remains anchored in sensibility. The imagination 

produces its forms based on its interaction with the independent order found in nature. 

This order is only accessed through sensibility, making the dual role of the imagination 

reliant on sensible nature for its highest function. As such, my view is not a radical 

rethinking of the imagination. Rather, it stays true to the imagination’s first functions 

early in Kant’s Critical framework. The imagination was introduced as the faculty 

capable of mediating between sensibility and the understanding, preparing the sensible 

manifold for concept application. Even in its dual role, the imagination retains its roots in 

sensibility, crafting its forms based on the principle of purposiveness applied to nature. 

This picture of the imagination prevents both the over-conceptualization on one end, and 

the conflation of the products of the imagination with Ideas of Reason on the other. Now, 

 
219 There is much to be said on this subject that is beyond the scope of this project. First, Kant’s 

conception of the sublime acts as a systematic roadblock for such considerations of the imagination. 
Additionally, in the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant writes, “[S]ince all of the intelligible absolutely 
nothing [is cognized] except freedom (by means of the moral law), and even this only insofar as it is a 
presupposition inseparable from that law; and since, moreover, all intelligible objects to which reason 
might lead us under the guidance of that law have in turn no reality for us except on behalf of that law and 
of the use of pure practical reason, although reason is entitled and even required to use nature (in the 
understanding’s pure form of nature) as the type of judgment; the present remark will serve to prevent 
reckoning among concepts themselves that which belongs only to the typic of concepts.” This typic of 
judgment, “guards against the empiricism of practical reason,” and also “against the mysticism of practical 
reason, which makes what served only as a symbol into a schema, that is puts under the application of 
moral concepts real but not sensible intuitions (of an invisible kingdom of God) and strays into the 
transcendent.” CPrR, 5:70-71. 

 
220 Chapter 7 will cover views that run closer to this aspect of the imagination. Ultimately, they 

can be considered proto-Hegelian interpretations of Kantian aesthetics in general, with particular proto-
Hegelian themes added to the faculty of the imagination.  
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moving to Chapter 7, I will consider the views of the imagination within Kant’s 

systematic framework that verge too close to this conflation and the effects such views 

have on the Kantian aesthetic project as a whole.  
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CHAPTER 7: INTELLECTUAL INTUITION AND AVOIDING THE ‘HEGELIAN 

COLLAPSE’ 

 

At the beginning of Chapter 6, I proposed a decision that interpretations of the 

imagination must confront. The question was whether the imagination, as a form 

producing faculty, has the capacity to generate its own forms. Chapter 6 offered my 

position that the imagination remains anchored within sensibility from either certain 

instances of nature that inspire the imagination’s productive capacity, in cases of natural 

beauty, or from nature through genius in cases of artistic beauty, where the imagination’s 

form is taken by genius for representation in fine art. This, I argued, avoided the 

conflation of products of the imagination with ideas of reason. However, it is important to 

consider why this division was required within the Kantian aesthetic context because 

disconnecting the imagination from sensibility represents a prevalent trend within 

interpretations of the imagination. Further, within Kant scholarship in particular, this 

option is considered in contemporary accounts as a solution to some of the problems 

within Kant’s overall system. Therefore, I will conclude this project by covering the 

historic and contemporary approaches to the unfettering of the imagination from 

sensibility and considering the consequences of this view. 

I term the picture of the imagination in its pure production, independent of 

sensibility, the ‘Hegelian Collapse.’ This is because disconnecting the imagination from 

sensibility, and therefore receptivity, while retaining its productive power leads to a 

picture of the imagination provided by Hegel in Faith and Knowledge, where the 

imagination becomes reason itself. That is, Hegel collapses the distinction between the 
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products of the imagination and reason; as such, I will refer to the consequence of the 

unrestrained imagination as the ‘Hegelian Collapse.’ Section 7.1 will provide an 

overview of Hegel’s conception of the imagination. While a complete account of the 

imagination within Hegel’s philosophic system is beyond the interests of this work, I will 

provide a measured picture of the overall imagination that leads to the collapse within 

Faith and Knowledge. Section 7.2 will focus on Gibbons’ work on the imagination. In 

particular, it will emphasize on her account of an intellectual intuition within the Kantian 

framework.  I will argue in this section that Gibbons’ account of the imagination as 

capable of producing an intellectual intuition represents a ‘Hegelian Collapse,’ in that it 

runs the risk of collapsing the autonomous faculty of the imagination into reason itself. 

Section 7.3 will demonstrate how my conception of the imagination’s dual role and the 

bulwark I set up in Chapter 7 avoids the collapse and retains the imagination as a 

productive and autonomous faculty. In short, my position retains the tripartite faculty 

distinction between the understanding, reason, and the imagination. Concluding the 

chapter, I will briefly consider the relationship between the imagination and reason in the 

discussion of intellectual intuition and the ‘Hegelian Collapse.’ This will serve as 

concluding remarks for Chapter 7 and provide a vantage point for further study on the 

imagination, which will be covered in the conclusion of the overall project. For now, we 

will consider the nature of the ‘Hegelian Collapse’ between the imagination and reason. 

7.1 Hegel and the Collapse of Imagination into Reason 

Hegel’s treatment of the imagination poses an interesting, yet problematic, 

solution to the question of the imagination. As we will see, Hegel develops a picture of 

the imagination that goes beyond the boundaries of sensibility that, in effect, make the 
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imagination largely indistinguishable from reason. While Hegel offers comments on our 

imagination for the service of generating thought, what is of particular interest to this 

section is the point at which Hegel distinguishes between thought and the imagination221. 

In the lectures on aesthetics, Hegel provides the point at which these two functions differ. 

He claims the imagination takes on an aspect of universality from thinking: 

[The imagination] is essentially distinguished from thinking by reason of 
the fact that, like sense perception from which it takes its start, it allows 
particular ideas to subsist alongside one another without being related, 
whereas thinking demands and produces dependence of things on one 
another, reciprocal relations, logical judgments, syllogisms, etc.222  

That is, the imagination for Hegel is not determinant in its relations, but rather is capable 

of mediating between things without putting them into a system of order. While the 

imagination considered in this way is familiar at this point in the project, it is worth 

noting that this distinction moves the imagination beyond the functions of reproduction 

and association. Rather, we have the grounds for a creative or productive imagination 

within Hegel, which will be the focus of this section since its relation is clear to the 

Kantian productive imagination.  

 
221 See Hegel, 1971. In the Zusatz for §455, Hegel offers the following as the overall picture of the 

imagination within his philosophy: 
“But imagination, in its turn, contains three forms into which it unfolds itself. It is, in general, the 

determinant of the images. 
At first, however, it does no more than determine the images as entering into existence. As such, it 

is merely reproductive imagination. This has the character of a merely formal activity. 
But, secondly, imagination not merely recalls the images existent in it but connects them with one 

another and in this way raises them to general ideas or representations. Accordingly, at this stage, 
imagination appears as the activity of associating images. 

The third stage in this sphere is that in which intelligence posits its general ideas or representations 
as identical with the particular aspect of the image and so gives the former a pictorial existence. This 
sensuous existence has the double form of symbol and sign, so that this third stage comprises creative 
imagination (Phantasie), which produces symbols and signs, the latter forming the transition to memory.” 

 
222 Hegel, 1975b, 1035. 
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The ’creative imagination’ is defined by Hegel as the “symbolic, allegoric, or 

poetical imagination – where the intelligence gets a definite embodiment in this store of 

ideas and informs them with its general tone”223. From this definition, we can see that the 

creative imagination, rather than a merely reproductive and associative imagination, 

provides sensible representations for the ideas of the intellect. That is, it can be said to 

synthesize the image with the idea into a more concrete exemplification. Hegel’s 

inclusion of the symbolic, allegoric, and poetic imagination designates manners in which 

the creative imagination synthesizes these two features224. More will be said on this later 

in terms of the imagination and the production of signs; however, what is important is 

getting a full view of the importance Hegel places on the creative imagination. In short, 

Hegel considers the creative imagination as the locus for the emergence of the individual 

intellect. He writes: 

Productive imagination is the centre [sic] in which the universal and being, 
one’s own and what is picked up, internal and external, are completely 
welded into one. The preceding ‘syntheses’ of intuition, recollection, etc. , 
are unifications of the same factors, but they are ‘syntheses’; it is not till 
creative imagination that intelligence ceases to be the vague mine and the 
universal, and becomes an individuality, a concrete subjectivity, in which 
the self-reference is defined both to being and to universality.225 

The productive imagination, i.e., the imagination beyond its ability to merely reproduce 

and associate intuitions, represents the moment where the internal and the external, or 

 
223 Hegel, 1971, 209. 
 
224 See Zusatz for §457 for the clarification between the symbolic and allegoric use of imagination. 

The ‘only relatively free’ symbolic imagination, “selects for the expression of its general idea only that 
sensuous material which independent signification corresponds to the specific content of the universal 
symbolized.” Symbols require a correspondence between idea and representation. Allegory differs in that 
the correspondence is not isometric, or one-to-one, as is the case for symbols, but rather refers to an 
ensemble of separate references. See Hegel, 1971, 212. 

 
225 Ibid., 211. 
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what is sensed and the being that takes up the sense data, becomes unified into a single 

individuality. The creative imagination in Hegel forms the basis for the subjectivity of the 

intellect. Creative imagination provides a way to unite spontaneity and receptivity, 

thought and being. Prior to the creative imagination, we have the disjointed syntheses of 

intuition, recollection, etc.; but it is not until the establishment of the creative imagination 

that we receive a unified subjectivity that can be understood both in terms of being and 

universality.  

Hegel takes the consequences of the productive imagination further in his 

analysis. Rather than simply provide the possibility of the unity for the internal and the 

external, it is through the productive imagination that we become aware of the intellect as 

something in itself, against which the world needs to be taken up. In Faith and 

Knowledge, Hegel offers a picture of the imagination within Kantian philosophy in a 

somewhat familiar way. Beginning with the claim that, “we must not take the faculty of 

[productive] imagination as the middle term that gets inserted between an existing 

absolute subject and an absolute existing world[,]” we can see Hegel as continuing the 

picture of the imagination as more than simply a mediator226. He goes on in the following 

sentence that reads, “The productive imagination must rather be recognized as what is 

primary and original, as that out of which subjective Ego and objective world first sunder 

themselves into the necessarily bipartite appearance and product, and the sole In-

itself”227. Hegel seems to claim here that it is the imagination that is responsible for the 

very separation of our transcendental subject with the world, thereby ushering in a duality 

 
226 Hegel, 1977a, 73. 

 
227 Ibid. 
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between internality, or the subject, and externality, or the objective world. So, to take a 

quick inventory of the productive imagination given Hegel’s picture, it is responsible for 

the individualization of the intellect into a concrete subjectivity, and the bringing together 

the individual intellect with the external world, thereby making the syntheses for 

experience possible. In so doing, however, Hegel points out that the imagination is also 

responsible for the very separation of the subject on one side and the object on the other. 

We have clearly stepped beyond the Kantian imagination in this picture provided by 

Hegel. 

The question then is what can be said about the Kantian version of the 

imagination within this Hegelian context. That is, to understand where Hegel breaks the 

Kantian boundaries set within the Critical framework, we must be able to grasp Hegel’s 

particular view of the imagination and compare it to what he considers Kant’s 

shortcomings to be. We can get an idea of the limitations that Hegel sees in Kant in the 

following passage: 

This original synthetic unity must be conceived, not as produced out of 
opposites, but as a truly necessary, absolute, original identity of opposites. 
As such, it is the principle both of productive imagination, which is the 
unity that is blind, i.e., immersed in the difference and not detaching itself 
from it; and of the intellect, which is the unity that posits the difference as 
identical but distinguishes itself from the different. This shows that the 
Kantian forms of intuition and the forms of thought cannot be kept apart at 
all as the particular, isolated faculties which they are usually represented 
as. One and the same synthetic unity – we have just now determined what 
this means here – is the principle of intuition and of the intellect.228 

From this passage we can see that Hegel is pointing towards the original unity from 

which the subject and object are sundered as the primary grounding principle for both. 

That is, rather than take the synthetic unity of apperception, or the transcendental ‘I’ as 

 
228 Ibid., 70. 
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primary, Hegel sees that Kant has missed something more fundamental. By failing to see 

the unity, or Absolute, from which both the productive imagination and the intellect arise, 

Hegel claims that Kant’s division of the faculties and their corresponding functions and 

products, i.e., the results of the Transcendental Deduction, are simply different divisions 

of this original unity. That is, the same synthetic unity, or the imagination, yields both the 

principles of intuition and the concepts. In this way, Hegel believes that Kant’s faculty of 

imagination does not simply come upon an existing understanding and thereby enter into 

its service; rather, they together are sundered from the Absolute. This facet of the 

deduction remained hidden from Kant, at least according to Hegel, due to Kant’s one-

sided commitment to the subject as primary consciousness. 

From Hegel, we can grasp a picture of the imagination as making consciousness 

first emerge as a unified ‘I’ or the ground for the unity of apperception. However, rather 

than take this consciousness as a transcendental, or primary ground for all consciousness, 

Hegel claims that the emergence of the individual consciousness through the imagination 

is itself the result of a separation, or ‘sundering,’ of this consciousness from the absolute. 

This sundering makes possible the separation between the consciousness and the world to 

be taken up into it. Explained briefly, Kant makes the subject the grounding principle, 

whereas Hegel indicates towards a primary unity from which the imagination sunders the 

subject into an individual consciousness229. As Hegel writes in Faith and Knowledge, 

“This power of the imagination is the original two-sided identity. The identity becomes 

 
229 Bates, 2004 argues that for Schelling and early Hegel, including his interpretation of Kant in 

Faith and Knowledge, “the imagination is a sundering activity that creates opposition between subject and 
object.” In opposition to this view is the “one-sided” view offered by Kant and Fichte, who, “make the 
subject the original principle.” From this, we can see an overall narrative coming out of early Hegel in 
which the synthetic activities of the transcendental ‘I’ are not unconditioned, but rather the result of an 
earlier separation of subject and object from the Absolute. See Bates, 2004, 3. 
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subject in general on one side, and object on the other”230. As such, the imagination is the 

original ‘sundering’ from the prior unity and thereby makes possible the subject that 

capable of taking up the object as experienced. However, the imagination itself is both 

subject and object, which, as we have seen within this project, goes beyond the faculty as 

constituted within a Kantian framework.  

How Hegel expands the imagination which leads to its collapse into reason, or the 

Hegelian Collapse, is now within view. Hegel calls into question the divisions that Kant 

draws between the faculties, claiming that the principles of intuition and the intellect 

share the same source, namely the productive imagination as the original sundering of the 

subject and object from the Absolute231. That is, the imagination under Hegel is 

transformed from a synthetic faculty for the transcendental ‘I’ that makes taking 

experience into a unified consciousness possible, into the original source for the 

differentiation between intuition and idea. So, where for Kant there was a difference 

between the synthetic activity of the imagination in grounding the principles of intuition 

and the ideas of reason, Hegel claims that both the synthesis of the imagination and the 

ideas of reason are both the result of the imagination, in particular its sundering from the 

Absolute232. Stated in more simple language, Hegel believes that the Kantian distinction 

between reason and the imagination cannot be sustained, or that upon examination of 

 
230 Hegel, 1977a 73. 
 
231 Hegel here utilizes Kant’s reference to the imagination as a ‘common root’ in the A-Edition. 

Historically, this reference to the imagination as a ‘common root’ is also recognized in Heidegger, 1990.  
 
232 Bates notes this move in the thought of early Hegel as a way of differentiating Hegel from Kant 

on the relation of the imagination and reason. Bates will go on to point to a limitation in Hegel’s early view 
of the imagination in that, “there is still a difference to be accounted for between the sundering of 
imagination into empirical, finite entities and the self-knowing sundering of the imagination as the 
Absolute, infinite entity.” See Bates, 2004, 6. 
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what the imagination is, we find that, “the imagination is nothing but Reason itself, the 

Idea of which was determined above”233. And here we see the ‘Hegelian Collapse’ of the 

imagination into reason, where the two faculties, not only are indistinguishable in terms 

of their source, but are now explicitly the same entity. 

After making this claim of the imagination as nothing other than reason, however, 

Hegel qualifies his view in a way that better helps us understand the critical collapse 

between the two Kantian faculties. Hegel writes that the imagination, “is only Reason as 

it appears in the sphere of empirical consciousness”234. The sense we can make from this 

is that Hegel seems to qualify the imagination as the sundering of the Absolute, rather 

than the awareness of itself as the sundering of the Absolute. That is how the imagination 

appears in the empirical consciousness, as the result of its own sundering activity. Prior to 

this activity, the imagination cannot be recognized as the imagination, since there is no 

individuating consciousness, no subject, and no object. So, if the imagination is nothing 

other than reason, it could perhaps be understood as reason in a sense similar to the 

Hegel’s earlier-mentioned criticism of the Kantian difference between intuition and 

concept. That is, intuitions and concepts, or particulars and universals, are merely further 

differentiations of the Absolute; likewise, reason and the imagination are different levels 

of consciousness’ awareness of itself. Whereas reason and the imagination are both the 

result of removal from the Absolute, we can only become aware of their distinction in 

 
233 Hegel, 1977a, 73. 
 
234 Ibid. 
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being conscious of this separation, which yields the designations of reason and 

imagination in the Kantian sense235. 

Putting Hegel’s position into Kantian terms, there is no transcendental division 

between the faculties of imagination and reason. Any attempt to separate the imagination 

as an independent faculty, and indeed as a faculty at all, requires a prior individuation of 

the consciousness from the Absolute. As such, Hegel would argue, the imagination, as 

imagination and not as reason itself, cannot claim any transcendental status. The 

transcendental imagination – the imagination of the Transcendental Deduction, 

Schematism, and the Analytic of the Beautiful – and all of the synthetic, interpretive, and 

form-bearing capacities afforded to it, are, under Hegel’s view, simply the activities of 

reason. Kant’s mistake in apprehending them as activities of a separate imagination, 

Hegel would argue, is the result of taking the unity of consciousness as the transcendental 

condition for experience. Or, Kant misses the original sundering from the Absolute that 

gives rise to the individual consciousness in the first place. And so, the activities of the 

imagination are nothing other than the activities of reason; the results of which, as we 

will see, take the imagination far beyond sensibility and into the less certain realm of 

intellectual intuitions. 

 

 
235 Hegel elsewhere makes a related qualification of the imagination as reason. In Part 3 of the 

Encyclopedia of the Philosophic Sciences, Hegel discusses the sign-making capacity of the productive 
imagination, where the imagination serves to unify the universal and the particular into the sign. 
“Imagination,” Hegel states, “when regarded as the agency of this unification, is reason, but only a nominal 
reason, because the matter or theme it embodies is to imagination qua imagination a matter of indifference; 
whilst reason qua reason also insists upon the truth of its content.” See Hegel, 1971, 209. 
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7.2 Intellectual Intuition and Imagination as Reason within a Kantian 

Framework 

As we saw in the previous section, the power of the imagination is susceptible to 

run into an upward boundary where it becomes indistinguishable from reason. Or, if 

imagination is granted too much power beyond its abilities to run through and hold 

together sense data in preparation for conceptual application, there is a legitimate risk of 

collapsing the boundary between the imagination and reason, evinced in the interpretation 

provided in the previous section. It, however, might be argued, that this collapse is the 

result of the Hegelian project’s impact on the imagination and therefore Kantian 

interpretations of the imagination need not fear the ‘Hegelian Collapse.’ In this section, I 

will argue that even within the Kantian boundaries set within his Critical framework, it is 

possible to expand the imagination to the point of this very collapse. In fact, we see such 

a reading of the imagination with Gibbons’ final remarks on aesthetic judgment. Gibbons 

opens the door for the imagination to yield intellectual intuition, or intuitions that do not 

require the sensible manifold. 

To understand why Gibbons arrives at this striking claim about the power of the 

imagination, we must first recognize the problem intellectual intuitions are intended to 

solve. Namely, intellectual intuitions are supposed to overcome the issue of nature’s 

contingency, or the uncertainty that the natural world can be sufficiently understood 

through the use of our concepts236. In §76 and §77 the Critique of Teleological Judgment, 

 
236 Zuckert in Kant on Beauty and Biology handles a related problem for teleological judgments 

within Kant’s Critical system, which she terms the ‘threat of contingency.’ Zuckert explains the problem of 
contingency as follows: “In order to explain and justify empirical knowledge claims, then, we must not 
only address a ‘threat of diversity’ – that natural diversity might be unintelligible to us – but also a ‘threat 
of contingency,’ viz., that our (logically formed) empirical concepts or proposed empirical laws are merely 
arbitrary.” See Zuckert, 2007a, 60.  
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Kant recognizes this issue and employs the idea of an intellectual intuition, not as a way 

for humanity to overcome the issue of contingency, but to demonstrate specifically how a 

non-human intellect would not have this particular problem237. Briefly, Kant points to our 

discursive intellect, or an intellect that requires both concepts and sense intuitions, as the 

source for this contingency. Further, as simply a negative or logical placeholder, he 

claims that we can at least conceive of an intellect that is purely spontaneous, and thereby 

does not require the sensible component for cognition238. This is the general picture of the 

intuitive intellect as a distinctly non-human intellect239. Or, as Gibbons writes, “Wholly 

 
 

237 Another way this is explained is by Henry Allison as a “limiting concept.” Intellectual 
intuitions are introduced as an alternate way of knowing the objects that appear to us stripped of the 
sensible conditions that make their experience possible, i.e. noumena. That is, a non-discursive intellect 
would be able to intuit the noumena, which remain for discursive intellects a boundary that cannot be 
crossed. See Allison, 1983, 243. 

 
238 The entire description from CPJ, 5:405 is as follows:  

“This contingency is quite natural found in the particular, which the power of judgment is to 
subsume under the universal of the concepts of the understanding; for through the universal of 
our (human) understanding the particular is not determined, and it is contingent in how many 
different ways distinct things that nevertheless coincide in a common characteristic can be 
presented to our perception. Our understanding is a faculty of concepts, i.e., a discursive 
understanding, for which it must of course be contingent what and how different might be the 
particular that can be given to it in nature and brought under its concepts. But since intuition also 
belongs to cognition, and a faculty of a complete spontaneity of intuition would be a cognitive 
faculty distinct and completely independent from sensibility, and thus understanding in the most 
general sense of the term, one can thus also conceive of an intuitive understanding (negatively, 
namely merely as not discursive), which does not go from the universal to the particular and thus 
to the individual (through concepts), and for which that contingency of the agreement of nature in 
its products in accordance with particular laws for the understanding, which makes it so difficult 
for ours to bring the manifold of these to the unity of cognition, is not encountered – a job that our 
understanding can accomplish only through the correspondence of natural characteristics with our 
faculty of concepts, which is quite contingent, but which an intuitive understanding would not 
need.” 

 
239 Förster identifies 4 ways in which Kant utilizes the concept of an ‘intellectual intuition’ in §§76 

and 77 of the third Critique. The 4-way distinction is as follows: 
(1) intellectual intuition as (a) the productive unity of possibility (thought) and actuality 
(being); and (b) the nonsensible intuition of things themselves; and 
(2) intuitive understanding as (a) the synthetically universal understanding; and (b) 
original understanding, or rather, as the cause of the world. 

In reference to Gibbons’ claims about the imagination as providing models for understanding the intuitive 
intellect, it seems as though her version of the productive imagination provides a model of (1)(a) in order to 
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intuitive knowledge would be entirely the product of spontaneity, not dependent on the 

reception of some ‘given’ to be known”240. That is, if we were capable of intellectual 

intuition, or intuitions that do not require collaboration with the sensible manifold, we 

would have no concerns about how complete our concepts might match up with the 

totality of the sensible world. Of course, as noted above, we are not intuitive intellects; 

rather, human cognition, as seen in the Transcendental Deduction, relies on the 

connection between our concepts with the sensible manifold in order to determine 

objects. 

Although Kant treats this issue in reference to teleological judgment, the problem 

of contingency is also relevant for aesthetic judgment as well. Gibbons also makes this 

connection, thereby including aesthetic judgments into the problem of contingency, by 

stating the following: 

Although aesthetic judgment does not provide cognition of objects, it does 
– within the confines of the singular judgment of beauty – move us 
beyond the contingency of the particular through a felt harmony with 
nature that exceeds any determinate knowledge of it.241  

That is, aesthetic judgments, like teleological judgments, move from the singularity of the 

specific judgment into a more complete view of nature. However, in so doing, they also 

raise the issue of contingency, or the concern that our concepts may not connect with this 

more complete view of nature – a real problem for discursive intellects like us. Although 

Gibbons’ interpretation of the imagination differs from my own, it is still possible to 

formulate the contingency issue given my reading of the Kantian imagination along 

 
better comprehend the activities of (2)(a). (1)(b) and (2)(b) within the Kantian framework are beyond the 
abilities of our discursive intellects. 
 

240 Gibbons, 1994, 118. 
 
241 Ibid., 121. 
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similar lines. Recall that an aesthetic judgment is considered to be a cognition of an 

object that contains metacontent above and beyond that which is contained within the 

applied concept. If there is to be meaning in this metacontent beyond its use for future 

empirical conceptual application, then, as I have argued through this entire project, there 

must be some connection with the particularity of this metacontent and nature as an 

independently ordered whole242. That is, inherent in this picture is the particularity of 

aesthetic judgments; and, the concern then is that this offers no foreseeable connection 

between the particular instances of this feeling of harmony in aesthetic judging and the 

transition from this feeling to a view of nature as if independently ordered. We might say 

that our glimpses of nature viewed in this way have no definite connection with the 

concepts because the forms of beauty exceed any concept of the understanding. And so, 

the problem of contingency remains salient for any reading of the imagination that tries to 

connect aesthetic judgment with the systematicity of nature – a problem that intellectual 

intuition, according to Gibbons, might be able to solve. 

First, let us take a look at how Gibbons believes intellectual intuitions can rescue 

the project of aesthetic judgment from the problem of contingency. Against the fear that 

our concepts may not align with nature in a manner that will allow for the complete 

empirical understanding of sensible nature, Gibbons writes that, “it is also significant that 

our experience of such (human) intuiting is provided by the activities of our productive 

imagination which show, rather than describe discursively, what the characteristics of a 

more complete intuitive knowledge would be”243. The activities of the productive 

 
242 See Chapter 2 for the discussion on metacontent and its relation to future empirical concept 

application. 
 
243 Gibbons, 1994, 121. 
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imagination that Gibbons refers to here would be reflective judgment in general, 

including aesthetic judgments. One part of the claim here is that aesthetic judgments are 

valuable in that they provide a view of nature that goes beyond our own discursive 

intellect244. In so doing, aesthetic judgments are a way in which the conceptual limits 

inherent in our discursive intellect might be overcome; after all, the issue with 

contingency is rooted in the essential heterogeneity between our concepts and sense 

intuitions. Gibbons completes her view on the imagination providing a version of 

intellectual intuitions when she argues the following:  

This imaginative exhibition is grasped through feeling in aesthetic 
experience, suggesting that feeling provides a kind of access to a synthetic 
universality which is cognitively inaccessible to human beings. Thus, the 
idea of reason (the idea of perfectly complete knowledge through 
intellectual intuition) is something imagination allows us partially to grasp 
and articulate through examples of its own activity – an activity which can 
be either cognitive (as in mathematics) or aesthetic (as in judgments of 
taste and of fine art and the sublime).245 

Synthetic universality is the breakdown of the distinction between universal and 

particular. Such a unity would resolve the problem of contingency since there would be 

no contingent relationship between particular and universal. Of course, such a possibility 

is beyond human intellect. As such, Gibbons’ claim here is that the imagination presents 

this idea of reason, albeit partially, towards ending the concern over contingency. That is, 

for Gibbons, the imagination in aesthetic judgment provides a partial intellectual 

intuition of reason’s idea of nature’s systematicity. There are some concerns about 

 
244 Here, it is worth noting, I find agreement with Gibbons in that Kant intends aesthetic judgment 

to provide a new possibility for receiving sensible nature beyond the expanded application of empirical 
concepts. 

 
245 Gibbons, 1994, 121. 
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Gibbons’ claims here, namely the possibility of the imagination partially providing an 

intellectual intuition in judgments of beauty, and the risk of the ‘Hegelian Collapse’246.  

Even a partial intellectual intuition I take to still maintain the essential feature of a 

fully-fledged intellectual intuition – namely, it is an intuition formed without the use of a 

sensible manifold. That is, there is no receptivity to the imagination, which would mark a 

radical shift for this faculty. Therefore, Gibbons’ position regarding the imagination and 

the presentation of intellectual intuitions hinges on what, exactly, a partial intellectual 

intuition is supposed to be247. Gibbons’ description of a partial intellectual intuition is 

somewhat limited, despite marking, by my estimation, a radical shift in the faculty of the 

imagination. We can begin to see what she has in mind when she suggests, “we think of 

productive imagination as providing a model for the idea of intellectual intuition”248. So, 

while not a full example of an intellectual intuition, a partial intuition may serve as a kind 

of ‘mock-up’ or prototype intellectual intuition that is simple enough for discursive 

intellects to grasp while not demonstrating the power of a fully developed intellectual 

intuition. Further, following Gibbons logic, it would be the productive imagination that 

makes our awareness of intellectual intuitions possible through their partial 

demonstrations, or these models. So, a partial intellectual intuition may serve as a 

 
246 Gibbons also claims that the imagination offers the partial intellectual intuitions in cases of the 

sublime. I will withhold comments on this point, which I take to be perhaps more defensible than in cases 
of beauty. However, Gibbons does expand the claim to include judgments of beauty, thereby opening 
grounds for my criticism.  

 
247 Here I have in mind Kant’s notion of darstellung, or the exhibition of a concept in intuition. 

This capacity is used to refer to the presentation or exhibition of aesthetic ideas as sensible, and therefore 
imperfect, representations of ideas of reason. The notion that I believe Gibbons is committed to, then, is 
that there can be a non-sensible, yet still partial or incomplete presentation of an idea of reason. 

 
248 Gibbons, 1994, 121. 
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steppingstone for the discursive intellect to think of the possibility of an intellectual 

intuition, even if such an intuition is beyond its capability.  

There are two problems with this construction of a partial intellectual intuition. 

First, Kant is able to propose with existence of an intellectual intuition in the first 

Critique’s Transcendental Deduction as a limit for discursive intellects. That is, prior to 

the full explication of the productive imagination in the third Critique, Kant already had 

in mind the limit concept of an intellectual intuition. So, it is not the case that the concept 

of an intellectual intuition can only become known to us through a full deduction of 

judgments of beauty and teleology. Perhaps, then, a more moderate claim can be made 

for partial intellectual intuitions. Another possibility is that they can provide examples 

that help us better understand what it would mean to be an intuitive, rather than 

discursive, intellect. Gibbons could be amenable to this view, as she states, “The human 

models of intuitive knowing provided by imagination may be taken simply as suggestions 

of synthetic universality”249. That is, these partial models of intellectual intuitions are 

suggestive of the kind of knowing that an intuitive intellect would have and therefore 

provide insight into a kind of knowing beyond our own. This begs the question: If the 

role of partial intellectual intuition is to show an example of a different kind of knowing 

through the productive imagination, what is the example we are supposed to find? The 

only possible answer here in reference to the productive imagination is the principle of 

purposiveness, described by Gibbons as, “the human alternative to synthetic universality 

in judging nature”250. While the purposiveness of nature is a different way to intuit nature 

 
249 Ibid. 

 
250 Ibid., 122. 
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from its appearance as a blind mechanism, the principle of purposiveness represents a 

fundamental problem to Gibbons as a partial intellectual intuition – Kant always 

maintains a distinction between particular and universal. The possibility of nature being 

ordered independent of our conceptual apparatus is not wholly without sensible 

articulation. That is, we arrive at the possibility of nature’s purposiveness through 

judgments of beauty, which are essentially particular, i.e., sensible. Here we arrive at the 

problem with the notion of a ‘partial’ intellectual intuition: if it does not require the 

particular or sensible aspect of judgment, then it is not partial, rather it is simply an 

intellectual intuition. However, if we try to differentiate a partial intellectual intuition 

through the use of the productive imagination, the results remain linked to sensibility, as 

in judgments of beauty. In this way, they would not be intellectual intuitions, even 

partially, due to their sensible quality. 

I consider Gibbons’ position as representing an attempt to bring Kant’s productive 

imagination to its fullest expression while avoiding what I have termed the ‘Hegelian 

Collapse’ of the imagination into reason. The idea of a ‘partial’ intellectual intuition was 

meant to fill a space between aesthetic ideas, which are fundamentally sensible, and 

intellectual intuitions, which exist as a limit concept for discursive intellects. It was an 

attempt to expand the imagination beyond the limits of sensibility, fitting it beyond 

sensibility but just before the capacities of reason. However, the space Gibbons wants to 

stake out for her version of the productive imagination does not exist. Beyond sensibility 

is the supersensible – the domain of reason. Any conception of the imagination exceeding 

this boundary, I argue, is to conflate it with the faculty of reason – the ‘Hegelian 

Collapse.’ Gibbons’ use of ‘partial’ is likely a recognition of this fact as she seeks to 
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remain within a Kantian framework for the imagination as an independent faculty; 

however, there is no room for this notion. That is, what makes the imagination an 

independent and irreducible faculty has always been its connection with sensibility. As 

we will see in the next section, this feature of the imagination is not only what maintains 

it as an independent and irreducible faculty, but what allows for the full expression of the 

imagination within Kant’s framework. 

7.3 Imagination’s Connection to Sensibility as a Bulwark Against the 

Hegelian Collapse 

In the previous section we saw how Gibbons’ interpretation of the imagination 

sought to avoid the ‘Hegelian Collapse’ through the use of the partial intellectual 

intuitions that were meant to serve as models for an intuitive intellect. Despite Gibbons’ 

attempt to expand the power of the imagination, her view sought to find a space for the 

productive imagination – between the sensible and supersensible – that I argue simply is 

not there. I argued instead that the imagination, even in representing the possibility of 

nature’s purposiveness through judgments of beauty, is fundamentally sensible and this 

connection cannot be broken. The question that remains, and is the final question this 

project will consider, is whether the ‘Hegelian Collapse’ is a necessary outcome for any 

attempt to provide a formal capacity for the imagination. I will argue that in order to fully 

express the power of the imagination we need to look to what makes it a unique and 

necessary faculty in the first place – and what Gibbons attempted to excise from its 

functions – namely, the imagination’s inherent link with sensibility. It is through this tie 

to sensibility, in addition to the imagination’s connection with reason, that the full value 

of this faculty can be understood. This, I argue, will be the ultimate value of the dual role 
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picture of the imagination. It allows the imagination to touch ideas of reason while 

maintaining a foothold in sensibility, thereby expanding its power away from mere 

cognition while also preserving the sensible bulwark against the ‘Hegelian Collapse.’ 

Imagination’s dual role, you will recall, sensibly reveals the possibility of a 

supersensible ground in nature through the meaningful metacontent in a judgment of 

beauty. This metacontent in a judgment of beauty contains only the signs of an 

independent order that the productive imagination then shapes to create the form for this 

judgment. That is, through the productive imagination, the beautiful object represents 

both the particular and the universal for judgment. Its particular content exceeds its 

normal cognition, allowing the imagination to craft its own form that is irreducible to any 

concept of the understanding. However, as a judgment, the particular is still subsumed 

under the universal. In aesthetic judgments we do not, and cannot, arrive at the universal 

except through the particular. This is the sense in which the particular contains the 

universal, although the universal is only recognized through the productive imagination 

and its crafting of its own forms. Therefore, the form of the judgment is provided by the 

productive imagination, but it remains indelibly linked to sensible nature, since without 

this connection from particular to universal, there could be no judgment. It is the 

productive imagination that supplies the appropriate form for the content in aesthetic 

judgment. In this way, it is not knowledge in the same sense as providing the appropriate 

particular for a concept, i.e., cognition; however, it is a kind of knowing that finds its 

basis in our specific capacity to judge. 

Through reflection, our aesthetic judgment realizes that the form produced by the 

imagination harmonizes with our own conceptual apparatus, thereby producing a sense of 
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pleasure, hope, and belonging – that the power of judgment opens the way for a different 

kind of knowing and experiencing nature. In this way, I agree with Gibbons that our 

aesthetic judgments overcome the contingency problem, but only because while the 

contingency remains, it is not a problem. That is, the harmony revealed in judgments of 

beauty demonstrate our ability to experience nature that is not simply subsumed under 

our own concepts, but one that can also inspire the productive imagination to represent 

nature as if purposively ordered. However, this problem is not solved by severing the 

productive imagination from sensibility and giving its capacities over to reason; rather, it 

is because of the tie between sensible nature and our productive imagination that we can 

be hopeful through the forms inspired by natural beauty. We cannot determine the 

entirety of nature through our conceptual order or have knowledge of a completely 

unified nature. We can, however, recognize through judgments of beauty that nature may 

help us along the way; and our power of judgment, by the use of the imagination’s 

produced forms, can pick up where concepts leave off. This recognition between 

humanity and nature can only be achieved through the tie that remains between 

imagination and sensibility, in particular the sensible connection that the productive 

imagination maintains through aesthetic judgments, which I have sought to preserve 

through my dual role interpretation.  

As such, I would like to revise the ‘contingency problem’ into the ‘contingency 

solution,’ or the idea that the fear over the contingency of our concepts in relation to the 

totality of sensible nature can be solved through the contingency of aesthetic judgments, 

in particular judgments of beauty251. Because we have discursive intellects that require 

 
251 Judgments of the sublime also solve the contingency problem, but not in the same manner as 

judgments of beauty. It is specifically judgments of beauty, I argue, that can use their inherent contingency 
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the synthesis of heterogenous features like concepts and the sensible manifold, a 

complete conceptual subsumption of the totality of nature is impossible. That is, because 

our cognition requires sensibility, which is inherently limited and particular to each 

consciousness, there will always be a limit on what can be grasped cognitively. The only 

way to expand what is available to us beyond these limitations is to utilize the power of 

judgment to consider the possibility of an order that is not the result of our conceptual 

apparatus – i.e., nature’s purposiveness. Judgments of this kind, namely aesthetic and 

teleological, are only possible through a productive imagination that remains tied to 

sensibility since they begin with the particular instances of beauty and only then work 

their way towards the universal. Since it is first inspired by the particular, our ability to 

think nature as purposive is only available to us contingently. So, it might be argued, that 

the only solution to contingency is not, as Gibbons holds, to remove the contingency of 

our aesthetic judgments; rather, I argue, it is to embrace the contingent aspects of 

judgments of beauty. It is through this contingency that we can consider a different kind 

of knowing between us and nature that then may provide an opportunity to think that the 

limitations of our discursive intellect might be overcome. These opportunities, however, 

are contingent on nature’s production of beautiful objects and the productive 

imagination’s ability to shape the appropriate forms to make such a judgment possible. 

So, I argue, we must accept some level of contingency that is comforting and hopeful, 

namely that which is inherent in beautiful nature, to overcome the logical contingency 

between our discursive intellect and the totality of nature. 

 
to lessen fears about the connection between our concepts and nature as a whole. Sublime judgments will 
handle this problem differently and will favor our faculty of reason over any sensible order revealed in 
nature. From this, judgments of beauty and sublime form a two-part solution to the contingency problem. 
However, only beauty is relevant in this argument. 
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With this having been argued, the final point I want to make is that this is closer 

to what Kant could have wanted for the imagination than what the proposal of a partial 

intellectual intuition offers.  Or, the imagination is intended to remain anchored in 

sensibility for judgments of beauty, since all judgment requires some reference to the 

particular. The picture of the imagination remaining tied to sensibility in aesthetic 

judgment accounts for the particularity, contingency, and pleasure that Kant believes 

characterizes these judgments. On a deeper level, however, we can see how my argument 

for the necessary connection between imagination and sensibility brings back to the fore 

the primary goal of the third Critique, namely demonstrating the connection between 

reason and nature. That is, under Gibbons’ interpretation, it does not appear clear how 

aesthetic judgment unites nature with reason if the particular and sensible aspects of the 

judgment are excised in favor of intellectual intuition. Hegel’s solution to the gap, 

represented by the ‘Hegelian Collapse,’ is to dissolve the divide between them and claim 

there is no nature separate from reason. However, if we are to avoid the Hegelian 

solution, what is needed is a bridge. It is specifically the individual aspects of aesthetic 

judgments that allows for there to be a connection between reason and nature; or, it is 

only in the particular, beautiful forms that we come upon in aesthetic reflection that we 

achieve a way of knowing nature that is beyond mere mechanism and itself purposive. 

However, since we are limited, discursive intellects within Kant’s Critical framework, we 

can only grasp this connection in the particular and sensible.  

To remove these features from the imagination is to threaten the overall project of 

the third Critique, which is precisely the opposite of what Kant lays out in the 

Introduction where he writes the following: 
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[T]he concept of freedom should make the end that is imposed by its laws 
real in the sensible world; and nature must consequently also be able to be 
conceived in such a way that the lawfulness of its form is at least in 
agreement with the possibility of the ends that are to be realized in it in 
accordance with the laws of freedom. (CPJ, 5:176) 

Reason needs to be present in the sensible world. The connection to sensibility that the 

imagination brings to reflective judgment guarantees that the form produced by the 

imagination is still linked to sensible nature. Further, nature also needs to be thought of as 

lawful in accord with reason252. With these two foundational goals for the project of the 

third Critique, we can understand the necessity of aesthetic judgment retaining a 

connection with sensibility and nature, even if that connection is particular. As I have 

argued, the only faculty capable of remaining anchored in sensibility and also touching 

reason is the imagination, making it a faculty of central importance to the overall project 

of the third Critique. 

7.4 Conclusion – The Value of Contingency 

In this chapter we have seen how the expansion of the power of the imagination 

threatens to lead to the ‘Hegelian Collapse,’ or the collapse of the boundaries between the 

powers of the imagination and the power of reason. Since this project is interested in 

providing an account for the dual role of the imagination, or the imagination as a form-

bringing faculty in aesthetic judgment, this collapse represented a real threat to my 

overall claims. To demonstrate how my interpretation of the imagination did not lead to 

such a collapse, this chapter first looked into the Hegelian conception of the imagination 

and showed where Hegel’s ideas led to this reduction of the imagination into reason 

 
252 Perhaps this only needs to be a conception of nature and not sensible nature as such. However, 

in light of the additional need for reason’s presence in sensible nature, the clearest way to explain this is to 
maintain the specifically sensible aspect of nature, which is accessed through the imagination. 
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alone. It was explained that without individual consciousness, the imagination’s activities 

are indistinguishable from reason and therefore they represent the same faculty, or reason 

alone. This is the brief and general picture of the ‘Hegelian Collapse.’ 

Against such a picture, I proposed that Gibbons’ interpretation, because of its 

desire to remain within the Kantian framework, proposed a ‘partial’ intellectual intuition 

as the product of the imagination. The notion of a partial intellectual intuition represented 

definite problems within the Kantian framework, namely Kant’s introduction of them as 

limit concepts in the ‘Transcendental Deduction’ and the sensible aspects of the principle 

of purposiveness, which was supposed to serve as a model for partial intellectual intuition 

under Gibbons’ approach. Ultimately, I argued that Gibbons tries to find space for the 

productive imagination between sensibility and the supersensible that simply is not 

present. Rather, the truest expression of the imagination requires embracing what makes 

it an independent faculty in the first place – its connection to sensibility. 

In response to this interpretation, I proposed the ‘Contingency Solution,’ or the 

idea that it is only through contingency that we can develop a picture of nature that goes 

beyond our determinate, conceptual ordering. Judgments of beauty begin with the 

particular and work their way to the universal. This process necessarily begins with 

sensibility as the imagination becomes inspired by the metacontent within beautiful 

objects. However, this first step in an aesthetic judgment is contingent, determined by 

chance encounter with the beautiful object and not any kind of conceptual determination. 

Although this might be difficult to see as a strength, since it is not something we can 

expect or anticipate prior to the sensible encounter, it opens the way for aesthetic 

judgment to reveal the different view of nature beyond our conceptual determination. 
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This is the value of aesthetic judgment and essentially tied to the imagination: through the 

imagination we can take a contingent experience of a beautiful object and, inspired by the 

abundance of meaning within the object, i.e., the metacontent, the productive imagination 

provides the form for aesthetic judgment which thereby reveal another picture of nature 

beyond our own conceptual ordering.  

Without this specific, form-bringing function of the imagination within aesthetic 

judgment, this new way of viewing nature cannot be achieved. If it is attributed to the 

understanding, it serves our ability to determine nature; if it intended to serve reason, as 

suggested by Gibbons’ approach, it becomes an intellectual intuition. My interpretation 

of the imagination then reveals a novel, yet moderate, third option sits between the two 

alternatives presented in this project. Aesthetic judgment, with the dual role imagination, 

incorporates the cognitive aspects of the understanding through the completion of 

cognition for the beautiful object. For reason, aesthetic judgment provides a way of 

viewing nature that might be amenable to its ideas, thereby giving them, albeit 

incomplete, sensible presentation through aesthetic ideas. However, what the dual role 

imagination reveals is unique and irreducible to either reason or the understanding. 

Therefore, what I have presented closely mirrors Kant’s own goal for aesthetic judgment 

– for it to serve as a bridge, a capstone, uniting the domains of mechanical nature and 

reason.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

To conclude, I will provide my closing remarks as to what I consider to be the 

ground covered in this project, the key take-aways from my research, and suggestions for 

future applications of my work on the dual role of the imagination within the Kantian 

framework. Section I will return to the initial concerns of the place of the imagination as 

a faculty within the transcendental project and provide an overview of how this faculty 

can be understood given its dual role in aesthetic judgment. Section II will consider my 

approach to the imagination within current Kant scholarship and situate it in reference to 

the prevalent interpretations of this faculty. In addition, this section will offer some 

limitations or difficulties to my view that need to be further discussed. Finally, Section III 

will provide recommendations for future research in the field of Kant scholarship and 

reflect on applications for philosophy beyond the Kantian project. 

I: Overview 

The Doctrine of the Faculties states that to understand the system of Kant’s 

idealism is to recognize the specific orientations of the faculties in relation to each other. 

Further, these orientations are not static, but are reconfigured based on their use (ex. pure 

reason, practical reason, or judgment). Therefore, to view Kant’s transcendental method 

as a unified, systematic philosophy, according to this doctrine, first requires an analysis 

of the faculties of imagination, understanding, and reason as to their specific capacities 

and activities. While the functions of the understanding and reason are fairly well 

delineated within Kant’s own works, the primary and secondary literature on the 

imagination are less than conclusive on the specific role of the faculty. That is, the 
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specific role of the imagination is not readily available from Kant scholarship. The main 

question of this project was to ascertain the role of the imagination towards the end 

provided by the Doctrine of the Faculties. That is, to provide an interpretation of the 

imagination that can bridge the gaps between its various activities in cognition and 

aesthetic judgment while also clearing room for it as an independent faculty alongside 

reason and the understanding. This is the central task that this project sought to complete. 

Towards this end, I argued that in order to provide an interpretation of the 

imagination as both a unified and independent faculty across Kant’s Critical framework, 

we should consider the imagination in a potentially dual role – capable of providing both 

form and content to aesthetic judgments. Form, as I have presented it, is the conceptual 

order given to the prepared sense material. Content, just to reiterate, is the material given 

by sensibility that is prepared for conceptual application. Therefore, in aesthetic 

judgment, the imagination provides both the prepared sense material and the conceptual 

order for judgment. My overall approach was to connect the activities of the imagination 

in the Critique of Pure Reason, specifically the A-Deduction and Schematism sections, 

with those of the same faculty in judgments of beauty. The goal was to find nascent 

formal capacities for the imagination guided by the understanding in cognition. With the 

suggestion of these in schema as products of the imagination, I was able to draw a 

connection between the activity of forming schema for cognition and the imagination’s 

activities in the Critique of the Power of Judgment, thereby providing a ground for a 

more unified and comprehensive picture of the imagination. This, however, was achieved 

through a recognition of the importance of the imagination in its form-bringing capacity, 

which is the central pillar of my argument. 
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From that point, the task was to situate the imagination’s dual role within the 

parameters given in the third Critique. This involved demonstrating the transcendental 

freedom of the imagination from the understanding in cases of harmonious free play. 

Instances of free play in judgments of beauty demonstrate the imagination as an 

independent faculty, capable of its own activities without the direction of the 

understanding. Further, the formation of aesthetic ideas, or intuitions whose content 

cannot be fully cognized, proves that the imagination has a connection with reason, 

putting it on equal footing with both the understanding and reason as its own faculty as 

described in the Doctrine of the Faculties. This established, it was a matter of showing 

how aesthetic ideas demonstrate the imaginations ability to shape forms that suggest 

nature as if rationally ordered. That is, it is the supposed purposiveness of nature that 

reveals the goal of the imagination’s form-bringing powers – to provide an alternative 

picture of nature, not one that is simply mechanically ordered in terms of our concepts, or 

phenomenal nature, but one that could possibly be itself ordered by reason, rather 

noumenal nature. Genius, or nature’s gift to decipher this order, and its products, namely 

the fine arts, were connected to this goal of the imagination as examples of how the 

imagination’s dual role impacts not only our experience with beautiful nature, but 

beautiful art as well. 

Imagination in its dual role is ultimately intended to be a moderate position 

between the imagination as a servant of the understanding and the imagination as a fully 

creative faculty. That is, I have maintained the necessary tie to sensibility for the 

imagination, even as it shapes its own forms in aesthetic judgment. I argued for this 

connection because of the concerns with what I have termed the ‘Hegelian Collapse’ or 



 223 

the dissolution of the boundary between imagination and reason that we see in Hegel’s 

philosophy. In the arguments provided, I have demonstrated that the imagination is 

capable of providing its own forms for aesthetic judgment; yet, due to the necessary 

sensible anchor, it remains a faculty independent of reason even in its most productive 

instances. This remains true to the goals stated in the introduction of this project – to 

provide a picture of the imagination as a unified, independent, and irreducible faculty 

that has a necessary place within Kant’s transcendental framework. 

II. Existing Scholarship and Potential Limitations 

Despite the novelty of the imagination as a formal as well as sensible faculty, my 

view represents a moderate middle path between the two prominent views on the 

imagination in existing scholarship. The cognitive view, which is represented variously 

by central Kantian scholars like Ginsborg, Allison, and Guyer, represents a unified 

picture of the imagination across the Critical framework. The imagination under this 

approach remains the same faculty despite different orientations of the faculties from 

cognition to aesthetic judgment. However, the cognitive view is limited in that the 

imagination remains, even in its most independent activities, in the service of the 

understanding towards the formation of cognition. In this way, the imagination is a 

consistent but dependent faculty – a handmaiden of the understanding. On the other hand, 

the interpretive view provides a reading of the imagination that achieves an irreducible 

place for the faculty alongside reason and the understanding. That is, according to 

Makkreel, the imagination is essentially an interpretive faculty whose activities in 

aesthetic judgments cannot be reduced to either the understanding or reason. However, 

the difficulty with this view is that it does not bridge the activities of the imagination in 
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cognition with the imagination in aesthetic judgment, leading to a potential division 

between the faculty. In short, what the interpretive view gains for the imagination in 

terms of its unique and irreducible capacities it risks losing in terms of unity across 

Kant’s Critical framework. 

The imagination in its dual role, I argue, represents a ‘best of both worlds’ 

scenario for the imagination. Like the cognitive approach, the imagination with its dual 

role is unified across Kant’s transcendental system. Unlike the cognitive approach, the 

imagination as a formal faculty does not rely on its service to the understanding to 

maintain its identity as an independent faculty; rather, as I have argued, the imagination 

can be recognized by its synthetic as well as formal capacities, whether this is in the 

service of cognition in the formation of schema or in its own independent formal 

capacities in making sensible the possibility of nature’s rational order.  

In terms of the interpretive approach, I agree that the imagination within the 

Kantian framework absolutely represents an independent and irreducible faculty capable 

of original activity in cases of aesthetic judgment. Where the imagination’s dual 

capacities diverge from those of Makkreel’s interpretation is at the point of disassociating 

the imagination in the first Critique from those of the imagination in the third Critique. 

As I have argued, even in the service of cognition, the imagination exhibits certain form-

bringing capabilities, which however, are obscured by the determination of the 

understanding. These formal capacities are brought forward from the Deduction and 

Schematism into Kant’s analysis of aesthetic judgment to form a clearer picture of the 

imagination as an independent faculty. As such, my view of the imagination in its dual 
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role is independent, original, irreducible, and unified – bringing together the successes of 

both the cognitive and interpretive views. 

Potential limitations exist for the imagination in its dual role, some of which 

represent issues to be worked out in future scholarship while others are simply 

boundaries that cannot be crossed without threatening the foundations of the argument. 

The former will be covered in the next section; in this section, I will focus on the latter. 

First, I would like to discuss the idea of the imagination as a law-giving, or legislative, 

faculty. Any interpretation that assigns legislative capacities to the imagination cannot be 

considered Kantian. Kant is clear that the imagination cannot form its own laws. 

However, it could be argued, that my position of the imagination as a formal faculty does 

just that, or that the forms provided by the imagination represent its laws. In reference to 

the predominant views in Kant scholarship, both positions have ways to avoid this issue. 

The cognitive view ultimately links the imagination to the understanding; therefore, even 

in the free activity of the imagination in aesthetic judgment, the value or insight gained is 

in service to further deepening the understanding’s ability to apply concepts to the 

sensible manifold. As for the interpretive approach, the severing of the imagination from 

the understanding might initially raise a similar question. However, the interpretive 

approach also removes the results of aesthetic judgments from considerations of 

knowledge, opting for a more intersubjective, or human, field for its interest. That is, the 

interpretive approach denies the connection to legislation and objective knowledge and 

instead offers intersubjective articulations of sensible content that do not require a 

specific ‘law’ of the imagination, but simply its interpretive capacity. 
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Turning to my position, although my argument has considered this potential 

charge, the importance of maintaining an interpretation of the imagination that is 

consistent with the boundaries of Kant’s framework allows for a final consideration of 

this point. Throughout this project, the imagination has been presented as a faculty that 

requires a sensible component for its activities. Whether this is in cognition where the 

imagination prepares the sensible manifold for conceptual application or in aesthetic 

judgment where the imagination, inspired by the overflowing of sensible content in 

instances of beauty, the common, unifying, thread for the imagination is its reliance on 

sensibility. That is, rather than legislating its own law upon the sensible content, as is the 

case with the understanding, the imagination, in its presentation of its own forms is 

always guided, or inspired, by what it comes across in sensible experience253. This 

boundary is represented by the distinction Kant draws between aesthetic ideas and ideas 

of reason; and, unsurprisingly, this distinction is critical to recognizing both the power 

and limitation of the imagination as a faculty. As a faculty that retains some element of 

receptivity, it can never legislate upon sensibility. In this way we see the originality of the 

imagination as a faculty distinct from reason and the understanding – the latter being 

legislative faculties whereas the imagination is not. As such, even in its dual role, the 

imagination does not take on the legislative abilities of reason and the understanding, 

averting the potential issue of a ‘legislative imagination.’ 

 
253 A related, but somewhat problematic, argument that can be employed here is the different 

epistemic status of aesthetic judgments with cognition. The results of cognition are objective whereas the 
result of aesthetic judgments can only be considered subjective. I am willing to accept this argument to an 
extent. The difference between aesthetic judgment and cognition is clearly a difference in kind and not 
degree. Their goals are simply different, as demonstrated by the role of the imagination as a servant to the 
understanding in cognition and its freedom in aesthetic judgment. See Longuenesse, 1994 for an 
interpretation that considers the difference to be one of degree and not kind.  
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A second limitation that ought to be recognized at this point pertains to the value 

of aesthetic judgments given the imagination’s dual role. The cognitive view claims a 

more limited value for aesthetic judgment in that they serve future cognitions. The 

interpretive approach, on the other hand, provides an expansive view as to their value by 

opening up a field of possible articulations for aesthetic judgments that includes aesthetic 

values along with social, political, and other forms of intersubjective values. For the 

imagination in its dual role, its products serve a very specific, but vital, role within the 

Kantian system. As I have argued, the imagination in its dual role serves as a bridge 

between nature and ideas of reason, providing sensible signs, or hopeful exhibitions, of 

reason’s influence in nature. These signs have the specific and unique value of showing 

the possibility of achieving human rational ends within the sensible world. While the 

value is perhaps not as immediate as the cognitive view or as expansive and the 

interpretive approach, it remains a vital keystone within the Kantian system that seeks to 

bridge the gap between the domain of nature and the domain of reason. As such, the dual 

role of the imagination demonstrates the very particular value of aesthetic judgments; 

however, as I have contended, this value, although limited to the connection between 

imagination and reason, needs to be maintained lest the bridge between nature and reason 

be weakened.  

III. Applications and Recommendations for Future Research 

Beyond the scope of this particular project, the imagination as a formal faculty 

offers additional avenues for future research within Kant scholarship and could provide 

further applications within the field of aesthetics. That is, the value of the work done in 

this project goes beyond the mere limitations of its scope. I will begin this section by 
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laying out what I consider to be the next steps in further integrating this view into the 

Kantian framework. It is worth mentioning that the opportunities for future research have 

been noted in the body of this work; however, due to the limited scope of this project, 

they had to be set aside. Here is the opportunity to expand upon these concerns for future 

research. 

As mentioned throughout this work, one of the main roadblocks to this novel view 

of the imagination is the emphasis on the B-Edition of the Critique of Pure Reason in 

Kant scholarship. The B-Edition, taken on its own, gives a picture of the imagination as a 

handmaiden of the understanding and not as an independent, irreducible faculty in its 

own right. As such, as I have argued, we get an image of the imagination that is either too 

constrained to become a formal faculty or needs to be severed from this version of the 

first Critique altogether. My analysis has sought a way to navigate a middle path between 

these two options; however, admittedly, it has done so by stepping over, rather than 

directly addressing a central concern – the source of the difference between the 

imagination in the A-Edition and B-Edition. Answering this question would provide not 

only a starting point for any discussion on the imagination within Kant’s transcendental 

framework, it would also serve to clarify a continued issue within Kant scholarship that 

has been, by my estimation, incompletely solved by taking the later edition as Kant’s 

final thoughts on the matter. While it is unlikely, not to mention inadvisable, for Kant 

scholarship to abandon the B-Edition in favor of the A-Edition. Instead, future research 

ought to attempt to bridge the gap between the editions in a way that maintains both of 

their central points with regard to the imagination: A) The imagination is an irreducible 
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and original faculty along with the understanding, and B) The imagination, within the 

specific boundaries of cognition, serves the goals of the understanding.  

My initial remarks on this project are that we should take the A-Edition as 

foundational to Kant’s general transcendental project of revealing the conditions for 

experience. The B-Edition, however, offers additional explanation of cognition in 

particular, thereby offering the transcendental foundations of the use of pure reason. As 

we know, objective knowledge as the result of pure reason is not the end of the 

transcendental project, with practical reason and judgment remaining as additional 

functions of our faculties. As such, the B-Edition represents the relationship between the 

imagination and understanding in the first Critique; however, the A-Edition provides the 

general framework of the faculties for the transcendental method. As a result, this picture 

allows both the cognitive and interpretive views to be correct, but in a limited manner. 

The cognitive view is correct in taking the B-Edition to be the final word on the 

imagination in reference to the understanding, or the imagination’s role in cognition; 

however, this claim needs to be limited to the first Critique and not metastasized to the 

entire Critical framework. Additionally, the interpretive view is correct in severing the 

imagination in the third Critique from the functions of the B-Edition, since the later 

edition specifically applies to the formation of cognition. Although, this separation 

cannot be extended to the A-Edition picture of the imagination, which applies to the 

transcendental method as a whole. Because of this, I predict an interpretation that takes 

the A-Edition as a more general framework of the faculties and the B-Edition as specific 

clarification for cognition to be a potentially fruitful avenue for future research on the 

imagination in its dual role. 
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A second area for additional research on the dual role of the imagination would be 

to consider its further application within the third Critique. The scope of this project was 

limited to judgments of beauty; however, in the third Critique, Kant considers another 

kind of aesthetic judgment, namely the sublime. I will provide some introductory 

comments as to how the imagination’s dual role can be considered in these sections of the 

third Critique and potential benefits of further inquiry. The point of interest in terms of 

the sublime is the debate about whether the sublime is formless or not. As such, the role 

of the imagination in providing form to aesthetic judgments has a stake in this 

conversation. Some views of sublime judgments stress the formlessness of the sublime 

and are thereby at odds with my interpretation of the imagination as a formal faculty. 

That is, if the sublime is strictly formless, then, at best, my view of the imagination’s dual 

role will strictly be limited to judgments of beauty. While this modest claim is valuable, it 

restricts the greater project of unifying the Critiques through the transcendental faculties 

by putting a boundary on the capacities of the imagination at the sublime. Put in another 

manner, the sublime would remain to be incorporated into the Doctrine of the Faculties if 

it is strictly formless.  

This, however, is not the only perspective on the sublime and its relation to form. 

Put very briefly, in order for a judgment to be intelligible, it must have some form. Now, 

as is the case with the sublime, this form is boundless; or, stated more modestly, its 

boundaries are indiscernible by our form-apprehending faculties254. This interpretation of 

sublime form is amenable to my reading of the imagination as it is not surprising that the 

imagination brings a form to a judgment that it cannot fully apprehend – this is precisely 

 
254 In further developing the imagination’s dual role in terms of the sublime, I would consider 

Robert Clewis’ The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom to be foundational. 
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what I claim it does in judgments of beauty. Now however, instead of finding a 

harmonious accord between the independent form and our conceptual apparatus, it finds 

painful disunity, or clear adversity. Because the form of formlessness found in the 

sublime cannot be harmoniously compared to the understanding, the reflectivity of such a 

judgment falls to reason and the imagination. However, as stated above, the reflection is 

not pleasurable for the imagination, but causes pain as it reaches the bounds of its 

abilities. In this way the sublime may represent the boundaries of the dual role 

imagination in aesthetic judgment, thereby avoiding the ‘Hegelian Collapse’ of Chapter 

7. What remains to be shown is how the imagination can function given the sublime; 

however, doing so would serve to unify aesthetic judgment – beauty and the sublime – 

through the imagination’s formal capacity. 

IV. Concluding Remarks 

In concluding this project, I would like to consider the broader landscape of the 

relationship between aesthetics and cognition with which my work naturally interacts. 

The world as cognition is a world of knowledge, laws, and measurement – and of human 

mastery over nature. The cognized world appears as subsumed under laws and thereby is 

predictable by the various natural sciences. This is a powerful and useful way of 

approaching nature; but it must be recognized that this also robs nature and human 

experience of wonder and surprise. That is, there is a justified worry the over-cognized 

world as a mere mechanism, subordinate to our laws, and distilled from all mystery and 

awe. Aesthetics provides a way of rescuing this aspect of nature from over-cognition and 

holds open the window to another way of approaching and interacting with experience 

that transcends mere cognitive limitation. This ‘big picture’ view of aesthetics has 
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oriented much of the investigation of this project, and appropriately so. Kant’s concerns 

about the gulf existing between nature and reason led him to judgment, including 

aesthetic judgment, as a solution for bridging this gap between cognized nature and our 

moral existence. Aesthetic experiences are meant to be discovered, not cognized. They 

are surprising, not determined. In this way, Kantian aesthetics takes seriously the picture 

of the over-cognized world and seeks to find some way to transcend the compelling laws 

that bind nature, and brings about quite a different experience, one that suggests 

something in us that is beyond nature, namely reason.  

True to the relationship between aesthetics and cognition, we can see the 

imagination’s dual role as the path out of the over-cognized world. The imagination’s 

form, inspired by beautiful instances of nature, remains intelligible, but it is an 

intelligibility that goes beyond cognition, suggesting meaning that the world as cognized 

simply cannot provide. Taken in the picture of aesthetics as a whole, the idea of the 

imagination as a formal capacity is a way to ground the meaning of aesthetic experience 

as other than cognition. Within the Kantian framework, that meaning has a specific 

direction, namely towards reason. Therefore, the view my project provides is one where 

the forms given in our aesthetic experience are not merely accidental and subjective in a 

shallow sense but rooted in something specifically human. Their value can be followed 

back to fundamental truths that we recognize as humans – nature eludes our attempts to 

fully bring it under our grasp and that there is something in us that exceeds our sensible 

existence. Between these two important recognitions lies the imagination, serving this 

important recognition in its dual role.  
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