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"BEAUTIFUL" AND "SUBLIME" BY I. KANT
WITHIN EVERYDAY EXPERIENCE OF THE CITY

Background. This paper explores the relevance of Kantian aesthetics, specifically his concept of the sublime, in the
context of contemporary urban experience in Ukraine, particularly amidst the ongoing war. It examines how modern aesthetics
engage with Kant's ideas, with some rejecting the applicability of his notions on beauty, the sublime, and aesthetic judgment,
while others affirm their importance for understanding contemporary urban experiences.

Methods. The study employs a comparative and analytical methodology, examining Kantian aesthetics in relation to
contemporary aesthetic theories, particularly in everyday and urban contexts. It integrates philosophical analysis, historical
contextualization, and theoretical classification, engaging with key thinkers such as Kant, Hegel, Dewey, Berleant, Saito, Leddy,
and Kvokacka to explore shifts in aesthetic discourse and the relevance of Kantian categories in modern aesthetic experiences.

Results. The discussion highlights the contradiction inherent in the experience of the modern city, where the Kantian
sublime—a concept traditionally associated with reflection and disinterested pleasure—can still be relevant, but often in a
transformed or "negative” form. This is especially notable in the context of urban environments that are undergoing rapid
changes due to technological advancements and social upheaval. The emergence of the "negative sublime” concept is explored
as a way to describe the urban experience of modern city dwellers who, due to the chaos and overwhelming nature of their
environment, may be unable to feel the traditional sense of the sublime. The author situates this discussion within the specific
context of contemporary Ukrainian cities, where the ongoing war and the imposition of martial law dramatically shape daily life.
The concept of the sublime is argued to be especially relevant in the analysis of grassroots commemorative practices, such as
spontaneous memorials that emerge in response to war. These memorials, while ephemeral and often improvised, offer a form of
aesthetic experience that resonates with Kant's notion of the sublime—emphasizing reflective judgment and negative pleasure as
people engage with public spaces marked by loss and trauma.

Conclusions. Ultimately, the paper advocates for the continued use of the Kantian sublime in understanding the
emotional and aesthetic impacts of the modern urban environment, particularly in the context of war and collective memory in
Ukraine.
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Background

Today, Kant's aesthetic ideas continue to play a
significant role in the development of aesthetic thought.
Kant's key work on aesthetics, Critique of Judgment (1790),
addresses many theoretical questions, focusing primarily on
the analysis of two aesthetic categories that have become
classics: the beautiful and the sublime. At first glance, these
concepts might seem to have lost their relevance in the
context of the expanding field of aesthetic studies,
particularly as it incorporates the realm of the everyday and,
specifically, the everyday experience of urban life. However,
this perspective proves superficial, as both the beautiful and
the sublime, along with Kant's ideas regarding these
concepts, can and should be reinterpreted. Consequently,
contemporary scholars such as Arnold Berleant, Christopher
Dowling, Adrian Kvokacka, Thomas W. Leddy, Sanna
Lehtinen, Maria José Alcaraz Ledn, Katya Mandoki, Yuriko
Saito, Scott R. Stroud, Christophe Den Tandt, and others are
turning to Kant's aesthetic legacy.

Moreover, the primary aim of this article is to review the
main arguments of representatives of contemporary
everyday aesthetics and urban aesthetics regarding the
relevance or irrelevance of Kant's insights into the concept
of aesthetic experience in the city today. Based on this
analysis, | seek to explore how these concepts can be
applied to the study of modern mass commemorative
practices in Ukrainian cities, as well as how the sense of
the sublime might be transformed and reinterpreted within
the context of urban experience during a time of war.

Methods

It is worth noting that Kant's ideas about the beautiful
and the sublime, as phenomena primarily found in nature—
"The beautiful in nature is a question of the form of the
object, and it consists in limitation, whereas the sublime is

to be found in an object even devoid of form, so far as it
immediately involves, or else by its presence evokes, a
representation of limitlessness, yet with a super-added
thought of its totality" (Kant, 2007, p. 75)-lost their
influence after Lectures on Aesthetics by Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel, who deemed nature aesthetically neutral
(Hegel, 1988, p. 143). Since then, aesthetic discourse has
largely revolved around questions of art (creativity,
perception, genre specificity, etc.), with major 20th-century
philosophical-aesthetic approaches—phenomenology,
psychoanalysis, neo-Marxism, post-structuralism, and
pragmatism—focused on art.

A prominent pragmatist, John Dewey, in his work Art as
Experience (1934), laid out theses foundational to
contemporary  aesthetic inquiries (from the late
20th century till today) (Dewey, 1980; Stroud, 2021).
Central to these discussions is the concept of "experience,"
bridging the Anglo-American pragmatist tradition and the
Continental phenomenological approach (Martin Heidegger
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty). This has influenced the
development of urban aesthetics as aesthetics of
engagement (according to Arnold Berleant's approach),
challenging the classical dichotomy between subject and
object in sensory cognition—a division articulated most
rigorously by Kant. Instead of maintaining principled
detachment through sensory perception, the subject is
seen as immersed in the environment, deriving diverse
aesthetic experiences from it, which becomes the central
object of study.

Thus, Kantian aesthetic ideas remain unavoidable in
this discourse—they must either be built upon or critically
opposed. Researcher Adrian Kvokacka categorizes
contemporary everyday aesthetic theorists into two groups:
those who critique Kant and those who adapt his concepts
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to modern analysis. Arnold Berleant, for instance, belongs
to the critics, particularly of Kant's notion of the
disinterested aesthetic subject, arguing that such a subject
cannot be engaged with the environment, especially one
providing everyday experiences. Kvokacka includes Yuriko
Saito in this group; she questions the relevance of Kant's
subject to the aesthetic evaluation of ordinary, habitual
things (e.g., household chores, daily work) (Kvokacka,
2023, p. 28-29).

Moving forward, | will explore two main directions of
reflection on Kantian aesthetics: the relationship between
the concepts of the beautiful and the agreeable within
everyday aesthetics, and the notion of the sublime in
contemporary urban experience. Ultimately, this will enable
me to address the relevance of Kantian categories in the
aesthetic investigation of the modern Ukrainian city—a city
under martial law, where vernacular, artistic, and official
commemorative practices are actively forming.

Modern everyday aesthetics faces the challenge of self-
definition. For example, Naukkarinen questions the
distinction between routine experiences and extraordinary
ones (e.g., festivals, disasters) and analyzes art
experiences as extraordinary (Naukkarinen, 2013).
Traditionally, aesthetics equated with the extraordinary,
implying that the everyday, habitual, and routine cannot be
approached aesthetically. However, Thomas Leddy, in his
article on the "cute," demonstrates how aesthetics can
expand its scope by introducing new concepts (Leddy,
2012). For instance, we might evaluate a lawn near a
house as "charming," which constitutes an aesthetic
judgment beyond classical categories like the beautiful.

Leddy argues, "Kant provides resources for
understanding everyday aesthetics which go beyond
classification of the everyday within the domain of the
agreeable, with corralling a realm of the everyday within
the beautiful and the disinterested, or with identifying
everyday aesthetics with dependent beauty" (Leddy, 2021,
p. 356). He identifies varying densities of aesthetic
categories—from the thinnest (such as the feeling of the
agreeable) to thicker functional aesthetics and the densest
aesthetic ideal-which are reinterpreted within everyday
aesthetics (Ibid., p. 354). According to Leddy, everyday
experiences can encompass not only Kant's agreeable
feelings but also notions of disinterestedness. For instance,
we might find beauty in the face of a passerby or the view
from our window.

Moreover, Leddy believes Kant's "beautiful" is more
relevant to contemporary everyday aesthetics than often
acknowledged (2012, p. 27). Kant himself, when providing
examples of free beauty, often references everyday
elements like clothing, ornaments, interiors, gardens
(especially the English style, closer to the untamed, thus
freer and more natural), furniture, and more (Kant, 2007, p.
73). Leddy sees these observations as a bridge to the
aesthetic evaluation of everyday experience: "Everyday
aesthetics should not be limited to the agreeable, for many
everyday objects may also be beautiful and may owe the
pleasures they give in part to a play between imagination
and understanding” (Leddy, 2012, p. 32).

Kvokacka notes that Leddy and Dowling belong to the
group of researchers who fully apply Kant's ideas in their
original form to contemporary approaches. However,
Kvokacka himself argues that Kantian aesthetics requires
reinterpretation to adapt to the present, emphasizing
disinterestedness as a key condition for Kantian aesthetic
judgment (Kvokacka, 2023, p. 32-34).

Kvokacka proposes viewing disinterestedness as a
mode of aesthetic experience beyond the feelings of the
beautiful and sublime, as these experiences are relatively
rare in daily life. This approach allows for interpreting
Kantian aesthetic judgment as a form of experience and,
moreover, as an experience of engagement with the
environment (lbid., p. 35-37). He also highlights Kant's
explanation of experiencing the beautiful as the free play of
imagination and understanding as crucial for
comprehending the aesthetic perception of everyday life:
"Kant welcomes the tendency of the imagination towards
inventing fantasies based on the perception of objects,
since the 'beautiful views of objects' sustain the free play of
imagination" and "...we should make recourse to Kant's
concepts of mechanical art and agreeable arts or
handicraft, which provide a much more appropriate
conceptual tool for reflecting on the objects of everyday
life" (Kvokacka, 2023, p. 39—40).

Results

An intriguing turn these reflections take when shifted to
the experience of life in a war-torn city. The constant
attacks by Russian drones and missiles, on the one hand,
become a daily objective experience for Ukrainians, but
can they be considered truly mundane? Does such an
experience have an aesthetic component, based on
Berleant's concept of negative aesthetics, as it involves not
only feelings of fear, irritation, and depression but also
unity, resilience, resistance, and endurance when this
experience becomes shared and something greater than
individual suffering?

These experiences gain even deeper meaning when
projected onto the scale of the environment. Maria José
Alcaraz Leodn, a representative of environmental aesthetics,
draws on Kant's aesthetics when exploring the aesthetic
experience of landscapes, particularly damaged ones. She
raises the question of whether it is possible to derive
aesthetic pleasure (as disinterested) from observing a
ruined landscape through the Kantian concept that
suggests aesthetic experience reveals an a priori principle
of nature's purposiveness, essential for understanding and
knowing nature (Leon, 2013, p. 171). Ultimately, relying on
Kant, she concludes: "...it is possible to describe positive
judgments of damaged environments as judgments of free
beauty even when the thought of their damaged condition
enters the aesthetic experience" (lbid., p. 174). The view of
Ukrainian lands, scarred by craters from Russian missile
strikes, evokes heavy feelings that are not devoid of an
aesthetic component. Undoubtedly, this feeling cannot be
called disinterested and thus cannot be an aesthetic
pleasure in Kantian terms, as it encompasses pain for the
land, which carries connotations of national identity and
ecological concern. Yet this pain attains an aesthetic mode
when viewed as part of an environment where humans are
just a fraction of a much larger process. When one
considers the subject as an observer of an environment
that requires care and responsibility, this perspective
acquires a new dimension of disinterest, appreciating the
environment for its intrinsic value and purposelessness.

Another key issue within the framework of Kant's
reception by contemporary everyday aesthetics is the
rethinking of the category of the sublime within the
experience of the modern city. Researchers Sanna
Lehtinen, Brit Strandhagen, and Matti Tainio note that this
concept can be highly useful for understanding the modern
city and its transformations (Lehtinen, Strandhagen, &
Tainio, 2023, p. 103).
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For contemporary aestheticians, the sublime has value
within the postmodernist reception of thinkers like Jean-
Frangois Lyotard and Fredric Jameson. Notably,
Christophe Den Tandt, exploring the presence of the
sublime in modern metropolitan and megacity contexts,
observes: "Just as sublime landscapes hint at a divine
presence in nature, cityscapes spark off epiphanies about
multitudinous humanity" (Den Tandt, 2018, p. 4). The
researcher suggests that the experience of the modern city
can be studied similarly to the postmodernist approach to
discourse analysis (text, writing, etc.), going beyond
classical and modern modes of representation.

Moreover, postmodernist interpretations of the sublime
(e.g., through the analysis of avant-garde art that denies
the viewer ftraditional representation, such as mimesis)
allow Berleant to arrive at the concept of the "negative
sublime," or the fundamental inability to experience
negative pleasure through reflective judgment according to
Kant. Leddy notes: "For Berleant, the actual or true sublime
is lost in our postmodern age. He questions whether
magnitude without spiritual elevation, as found in an
enormous theme park, could attain the true sublime. He
also suggests that the concept of the sublime is interesting
today because it compellingly captures the dominant
perception of our lived world, a world in which the power of
nature has been made insignificant by barely controlled but
unbounded human power. Such an environment, he says, is
sublime because it is unpresentable” (Leddy, 2012, p. 239).

Kant provided profound depth to the concept of the
sublime, building on Edmund Burke's earlier explanation in
A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful (1757). Burke described the sublime
as a sense of aesthetic pleasure based on fear, horror, and
awe, contrasting it with the beautiful. Kant defines the
sublime as negative pleasure and reflective judgment,
grounded in the strict relationship between imagination and
reason. For Kant, the sublime bridges aesthetics and
ethics, linking moral judgment and sensory experience
through shared practical reason as a common tool.

According to Kant, the subject can experience the
sublime when perceiving an immense (mathematical
sublime) or turbulent and dynamic (dynamic sublime)
object that surpasses the subject's capacity for sensory
comprehension. However, reflective judgment leads the
subject to pleasure derived from their ability to think of the
infinite. Lehtinen et al. propose that such a feeling can be
projected onto the experience of a large city: "Tall
buildings, infrastructural technologies, and other
particularly urban phenomena may be seen as symbols of
our ability to overcome our weaknesses, as traces of
human greatness. Still, the feeling of powerlessness does
not completely disappear" (Lehtinen, Strandhagen, and
Tainio, 2023, p. 108). This projection is challenging for
aestheticians, as it involves the city as a complex, hybrid,
and constantly transforming system. Many aspects that
amaze tourists may become mundane for city residents.
Festive lights that once captivated in childhood may
irritate and depress in adulthood. However, cities are
always being enriched with new elements, technologies,
and design solutions that can evoke a renewed sense of
urban sublime. Researchers also point to the negative
aspect of the sublime, rooted in fear and anxiety—for
example, during temporary power outages caused by
weather conditions (p. 110-111).

Given the situation that Ukrainian society has faced for
nearly three years, | wish to continue the discussion on
urban sublime in the context of living in a city during

wartime. Power outages quickly become a routine to which
residents adapt, finding various alternatives for light and
energy sources. A strong negative experience transforms
into a shared experience of resilience and care when one
sees, through the windows of a building without electricity,
the lights of flashlights, rechargeable lamps, camping
stoves, and festive holiday lights.

In contrast, the feeling of the sublime from a grand
phenomenon that cannot be captured through sensory
experience but is realized in the reflection of feelings can
arise, for instance, from a spontaneous vernacular memorial
to fallen soldiers in Russia's war against Ukraine. Such a
memorial appeared on Kyiv's central square, Maidan
Nezalezhnosti, in June 2022, a few months after the full-
scale Russian invasion of Ukraine. Since then, the number
of flags has significantly increased, and the growth of this
"lake" of flags continues. These flags can be counted, but
the image of a symbolic sea of individuals who sacrificed
their lives for a common cause, including the continuation of
life in Kyiv and other Ukrainian cities, evokes a sense of the
sublime. The subject feels part of a vast whole that
possesses the highest value, surpassing life itself.

This example is fascinating because the sublime is
evoked not by a natural element or a work of art but by a
vernacular, grassroots practice in the city. This practice
occurs in a public square, an agora—a space symbolizing
democracy and the fight for it. At the same time, this object
contains elements of nature (it is no coincidence that the
image of a sea or lake arises in the mind) and art
(especially given the history of ready-made art and the
artistic method of Ai Weiwei in transforming quantity into
transcendent ideas).

Ultimately, these ideas highlight the importance of the
concept of the sublime in contemporary commemorative
practices, both grassroots and professional. For instance,
in discussing such practices, researcher Oksana
Dovgopolova mentions the striking installation of red
poppies around the Tower of London in 2014 by artist Paul
Cummins and designer Tom Piper, marking the centenary
of the start of World War | (Butsykina, 2019).

In conclusion, it is hard not to agree with Lehtinen et al.
that today the sublime in the city manifests as an evolving
feeling, a reaction to the new challenges and opportunities
of dynamic cities. This applies to urban artistic projects like
Olafur Eliasson's Waterfall or Christo Javacheff's wrapping
of the Berlin Reichstag or the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. In
contrast, permanent massive objects in cities, like the Eiffel
Tower in Paris or the Gulliver skyscraper in Kyiv, fail to
evoke the sublime, as they create an effect of looming
presence rather than grandeur, aligning more with Kantian
monstrosity than sublimity.

Discussion and conclusions

Given the above, it can be seen that contemporary
aesthetics do not overlook Kant's figure and the ideas from
his Third Critique. Some reject the relevance of his
interpretation of the beautiful and the sublime, the key
characteristics of the subject of aesthetic judgment, and the
conditions for the possibility of aesthetic evaluation, such
as disinterest and the purposiveness without purpose.
Others, on the contrary, consider it necessary to rely on
Kantian ideas regarding these concepts as fundamental for
the possibility of exploring the experience of everyday life
and the urban experience of modern people. In the latter
case, the Kantian concept of the sublime is relevant for
projecting onto the contemporary experience of living in a
large city, given its dynamic transformation and the
involvement of new technologies. However, the
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contradictory nature of the modern city experience leads to
the emergence of concepts like the "negative sublime,"
which reflects the fundamental inability of a large city
inhabitant to experience the sublime.

These considerations allowed me to introduce a
discussion on the relevance of the Kantian sublime in the
context of living in a modern Ukrainian city, given the
martial law and the full-scale war of Russia against
Ukraine. The main conclusion was the appropriateness of
using the concept of the sublime in the analysis of the
aesthetic experience of mass grassroots commemorative
practices that are currently spreading in Ukrainian cities.
Commemorative memorials of a spontaneous nature bring
the possibility of experiencing the sublime into the urban
space, in the classical Kantian interpretation — as the result
of reflective judgment based on negative satisfaction.
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KuiBcbkui HauioHanbHUI yHiBepcuTeT imeHi Tapaca LLeByeHka, KuiB, YkpaiHa

"MPEKPACHE" | "NIAHECEHE" I. KAHTA:
CYYACHE NEPEOCMUCIIEHHA B MEXXAX NOBCAKAQEHHOIO AOCBIAY MICTA

BcTtyn. C 0 npucesiyeHo A0CliOKeHHI akmyaslbHOCMi KaHMiaHCbLKOI ecmemuku, 30KpemMa KOHuyenuyii niOHeceHo20, y KOHMekcmi cy-
4acHO20 MicbKo20 XXummsi 8 YkpaiHi nepedycim 8 ymoeax HUHiWHbLOI 8iliHu 3 Pocieto. Aemop 3'scoeye, sik cy4acHa ecmemuka e3aemodie 3 idessmu
Kanma, npuyomy odHi Haykoeui eidkudaroms ixHio doyinbHicmb Onsi aHani3y cyYyacHUX MicbKux peanil, a iHwi niomeepdxyroms ixHIO 8axusicmb
0ns1 po3ymiHHs doceidy cyyacHoz2o micma.

MeToawu. [ocnidxeHHs1 aukopucmoegye nopieHsIbLHUll ma aHanimu4Huli Memoodu, po32s1510aro4yu KaHmMiecbKy ecmemuky y crnieeiOHOoWeHHi
i3 cyyacHUMuU ecmemu4YHUMU MeopisIMU, 30KpeMa 8 KOHmMeKcmi noecsik0eHHocmi ma yp6aHicmuku. BoHo noedHye ¢hinocoghcbKuli aHasni3, icmopudHy
KOHmMeKcmyanizayito ma meopemuyHy Knacudgikauyiro, 3eepmaroyucb 00 KrYoeux mMucnumernie, makux sik Kaum, lezenb, [btoi, bepnianm,
Cautimo, Jleddi ma Keokacka, w06 docnidumu 3mMiHU 8 ecmemuyYyHoMy GUCKypci ma akmyanbHicmb KaHmMiecbKUX Kamez2opili y cy4acHoMy ecmemuy-
Homy docsioi.

Pe3ynbTaTtu. 062080peHHs1 30cepedKeHO Ha cynepe4yHocmsix y doceidi cyyacHo20 micma, e kaHmiaHcbKe nidHeceHe — mpaduyiliHo po-
3ymiembcsi siK peghriekcuesHe cyO)KeHHs, 3acHoeaHe Ha He3alikaenieHoMy 3a0080J1eHHI, — MOXe 6ymu akmyanbHUM, ajie 8Xxe 8 mpaHcgopMoeaHil
abo "HezamusHil" ¢popmi. Lje ocobnueo nomimHo e ymoeax ypbaHicmu4yHux cepedoeul, siki 3a3Haromb WeuOGKUX 3MiH, 3yMOJIEHUX MeXHOoJ102i4-
HUM npoz2pecoM i coyianbHUMU nompsiciHHsiMu. Bcmynae e dito koHyenyisi "HeczamueHo20 nidHeceHo20", W06 onucamu 0oceid cyYyacHUX MiCbKUX
JKumenis, siKi Yepe3 xaoc i nepeeaHmMaxeHHs1 cepedoguuja He MOXXymb rnepexxumu mpaduyiliHe niGHeceHe.

Aemop po3ansidae ye numaHHs 8 KOHMeEKCMI cy4acHUX yKpaiHCbKux micm, 0e 80€HHUl cmaH i giliHa kapOuHanbHO 3MiHIOOMb MO8CAKOEHHe
x)xummsi. KoHuyenyisi nioHeceHo20 ocobnueo eaxnuea Onisi aHai3y HU308UX KOMeMOpamueHUX Mpakmuk, makux siKk ClIOHMaHHi MemMopianu, wo
8UHUKaromb y 8ionoeidb Ha eiliHy. L|i Memopianu, xo4a i mumyacoei ma 4acmo iMmnpoeizoeaHi, cmeoproroms MOX/1ugicms ecmemu4Ho2o doceidy,
SKUU pe30oHY€ 3 KaHMiaHCbKUM PO3YMiHHSAIM NMNiOHECEeH020, aKyeHmMyr4Yu Ha pegrieKCUBHOMY CyO)KeHHi ma He2amueHOMY 3a0080JIeHHI, Konu J1odu
e83aemoditoms 3 Ny6niYyHUMU Npocmopamu, No3Ha4eHUMu empamamu ma mpasmamu.

BucHoBkun. Aemop doxo0umb 8UCHOBKY PO AoYiNnbHicCmMb 8UKOPUCMaHHSI KaHMiaHCbLKO20 NMiOHeceHo20 011 PO3yMiHHSI eMoUiliHuX U ec-
memuyHux eumipie cy4acHo20 MicbKko20 cepedoeuuya, ocobnueo 8 yMosax eiliHu ma KoslekmueHoi nam'ssmi e YKpaiHi.

Knwo4yoBi cnoBa:kaHmiaHcbka ecmemuka, niOHeceHe, ecmemuyHe cyoxeHHsl, Micbkuli doceid, HeczamuegHe nidHeceHe, MicbKuli npocmip.

ABTOp 3asiBNsie Npo BiACYTHICTb KOHMNIKTY iHTepeciB. CnoHcopu He Gpanu yyacTi B po3pobneHHi gocnigkeHHs; y 36opi, aHanisi un
iHTepnpeTauii 4aHWX; Y HanMCaHHI pyKonucy; y pilleHHi npo ny6nikauito pe3ynbTaris.
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