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Abstract

This essay considers the relationship between sublimity and morality in Kant’s
pre-critical thinking doesn’t have a systematic philosophical form. The reasons
can be sought out in these two things are: first, aesthetic feeling and moral
feeling haven’t been distinguished clearly and have been defined in terms of
each other. Second, morality is grounded in feeling, not pure practical reason
and it is @ priori principle. In Observations on the Feeling of the Beantifa/ and Sublime,
Kant invites human beings to ground moral principles on general affection.
Although these principles are universal, they are not speculative rules and every
human being should find them in his bosom. These are the feeling of beauty
and dignity of human nature. In Rewarks on the Observations on the Feeling of the
Beantiful and Sublime, Kant’s thinking about morality changes in the way that can
be regarded as the basis of his thought in the critical period. However, he still
believes that moral feeling is a kind of feeling of pleasure and displeasure to
which we are not passive, but we are active because of possessing moral
freedom.
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Introduction

The concept of the sublime has undergone fundamental evolutions throughout
history, but it has always maintained its relation to the moral and the
transcendent. Kant in his precritical thought as well as in his transcendental
philosophy has described this relationship clearly.

In this essay we are going to examine this relationship in two works of the
pre-critical period of Kant’s thought, naming Observations... and Remarks in
the Observations of the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime. These two works
were written in the 1760s when Kant tends to a newly-established movement,
named “popular philosophy”. This movement had fewer abstract aspects,
instead, it was more practical and wanted to simplify philosophy for ordinary
people. With this point in mind, we are going to show how morality and
sublimity relate to each other and also what the quality of this relationship is.

Kant’s Approach in Pre-critical Period

In this period, Kant regards aesthetics as a posteriori discipline that has no rule.
In aesthetics, feeling is more important than understanding. The other feature
of pre-critical aesthetics is that it has been written for ordinary people to
improve their taste. Kant, in those works, tries to introduce the ways of
achieving the goals that nature has set for us. In his view, these ways ate "finer
feelings", which are "feelings of sublime and beautiful."

Because of this kind of approach, some commentators believe that there is no
analysis of the concepts of the beautiful and the sublime in those two works
and therefore it is impossible to take a coherent philosophical theory out of
them. In contrast, the other commentators believe pre-critical and critical
thought cannot be separated, because Kant has the same concerns about
aesthetics and morality in these two periods.

The Relationship between Sublimity and Morality in Observations

In this section, we will examine the characteristics of the beautiful and the
sublime to show which one has a stronger relationship with morality. A way of
connecting sublimity to morality is general principles. In Kant’s view, among
moral qualities, only true virtue is sublime and true virtue can only be grafted
upon principles. Kant argues that these principles which are the basis of
sublimity, are not speculative rules, but the consciousness of a feeling that lives
in every human breast. It is a kind of universal moral feeling that subordinates
one’s particular inclinations to an enlarged one. This feeling culminates in
“genuine virtue” which is distinct from adopted virtue and the simulacrum of
virtue. The first one is related to the feeling of the beautiful and the second one
to the feeling of honor. Meanwhile, genuine virtue is tightly connected to the
feeling of the sublime.

The Relationship between Sublimity and Morality in Remarks
This work shows the evolution of Kant’s thought toward a rationalist moral
theory about observations. In this work, Kant differentiated moral obligation



from aesthetic categories to emphasize that obligation is more concerned with
universality and necessity.

The other concept that has a central role in this work is human freedom and
has four meanings. Freedom in the proper sense is moral freedom and is also
the principle of virtue. Moral freedom is fulfilled through general will and what
is necessary through a general will is an obligation. About the relationship
between sublimity and morality, Kant believes that “beautiful actions consist of
those to which one has no obligation” or “one must conceal an obligation to
be beautiful.” In conclusion, what is related to obligation and moral freedom is
the sublime.

Conclusion

In both pre-critical and critical periods of Kant’s thought, there is a special
relationship between the concept of the sublime and morality and sometimes
there are some common points in the relationship in two periods. But what
differentiates these two periods is that in critical philosophy Kant has separated
morality from aesthetics by grounding morality on the pure practical reason,
while in the pre-critical period these two fields are described in terms of each
other. However studying the works of this period on aesthetics and morality,
can pave the way to understand the evolution of Kant’s thought and also the
second and third Critigues.
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Elements of Criticism
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