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Extended Abstract

Immanuel Kant is renowned as a pioneer of artistic formalism, a claim that has been affirmed by
art critics and commentators on his works. Kant's exploration of form begins in his seminal work,
*Critique of Pure Reason*, and extends into the third moment of *Critique of the Power of
Judgment*. For Kant, the concept of form is central to the judgment of beauty; it is the universal
aspect that can be expected from all people. In contrast, the sensory perception of an object is
subjective and varies depending on the individual's perceptual abilities. This dichotomy between
the universal form and subjective sensory perception lays the foundation for Kant's aesthetic
theory. In the 20th century, formalist critics and artists such as Roger Fry and Clive Bell adopted
and expanded upon Kant's concept of form. They emphasized form as the sole determinant of
beauty in art, thereby playing a crucial role in the development and dissemination of Kantian
formalism in modern art. This article aims to explore the relationship between Kant's concept of
form and the formalist interpretation by Fry and Bell, highlighting both the continuities and
divergences in their thoughts. Kant's aesthetic theory posits that the judgment of beauty is
fundamentally based on form. In *Critique of the Power of Judgment*, Kant argues that the
aesthetic judgment is disinterested, meaning it is not influenced by desires or practical interests.
The beauty of an object is perceived through a harmonious interaction between imagination and
understanding, creating a sense of purposiveness without purpose. This means that the form of an
object appears to have a purpose in its design, but this purpose is not tied to any practical function
or conceptual understanding. Kant emphasizes that the judgment of beauty is universal. This
universality is not derived from empirical consensus but from the shared cognitive faculties of
human beings. The form of an object, as perceived through these faculties, elicits a common
aesthetic response, making the judgment of beauty a universally communicable experience. This
idea of universal form contrasts sharply with the subjective nature of sensory perception, which
varies from person to person. In the 20th century, Roger Fry and Clive Bell emerged as leading
figures in formalist criticism. They drew heavily on Kant's notion of form but adapted it to the
context of modern art. Fry and Bell argued that the form of an artwork is its most essential and
valuable aspect, and they dismissed content, narrative, and representational elements as secondary.
For them, form is the primary vehicle through which art achieves its aesthetic value. Fry and Bell's
formalism is characterized by an emphasis on the arrangement of shapes, colors, lines, and other
visual elements within an artwork. They believed that the emotional power of art is derived from
these formal qualities rather than any representational content. This focus on form as the sole
criterion for judging art aligns with Kant's idea that the judgment of beauty is based on form.
However, Fry and Bell introduced a significant divergence by stressing the emotional expression
of form, which is not a central concern in Kant's aesthetics. Despite the shared emphasis on form,
there are significant differences between Kant's aesthetic theory and the formalist approach of Fry
and Bell. One of the main points of divergence is the role of emotional expression in the perception
of form. While Fry and Bell argue that the form of an artwork elicits an emotional response that is
integral to its aesthetic value, Kant's theory does not prioritize emotional expression. Instead, Kant
focuses on the cognitive interplay between imagination and understanding, which produces a sense
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of purposiveness without purpose. Another key difference lies in the interpretation of form itself.
For formalists, form is a kind of temporal-spatial arrangement of sensuous, intuitive manifolds.
This interpretation is more closely aligned with the sensory and perceptual aspects of experiencing
art. In contrast, Kant's concept of form is more abstract and philosophical, emphasizing the
universal and cognitive dimensions of aesthetic judgment. Furthermore, Kant's idea of the free
harmony of imagination and understanding is absent in formalist theory. Fry and Bell do not delve
into the cognitive processes underlying the perception of form, nor do they consider the
philosophical implications of purposiveness without purpose. Their focus is primarily on the visual
and emotional impact of form, which creates a distinct separation from Kant's more nuanced and
complex aesthetic theory. The exploration of the relationship between Kant's concept of form and
the formalist interpretation by Roger Fry and Clive Bell reveals both continuities and divergences
in their thoughts. While both Kant and the formalists emphasize the importance of form in the
judgment of beauty, their approaches differ significantly in terms of emotional expression,
interpretation of form, and underlying cognitive processes. Kant's aesthetic theory is rooted in the
universality and cognitive interplay of aesthetic judgment, whereas formalism prioritizes the
sensory and emotional impact of form. This analysis highlights the complexity of Kant's influence
on modern art theory and underscores the evolving nature of aesthetic thought. By examining these
differences, we gain a deeper understanding of how Kant's ideas have been adapted and
transformed by subsequent generations of art critics and theorists. The ongoing dialogue between
Kantian formalism and modern formalist criticism continues to shape our perceptions of art and
beauty, demonstrating the enduring relevance of philosophical inquiry in the realm of aesthetics.
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