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Introduction 
 

Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time. 
 

-Thomas Merton 1 
         
The paradox presented by Thomas Merton of being simultaneously lost and 
found in the experience of an artwork reflects the mysterious nature of beauty. 
The experience of beauty has, for millennia, been equated with truth and 
knowledge, with mystery and goodness. An undeniable product of joy in our 
lives, beauty provides meaning and purpose. In the words of John Keats: 
 

Beauty is truth, truth beauty, – that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know’2.  

 
But what is the nature of beauty? Historically, there were those who 

attempted to locate it in some objective feature residing in an object. These 
‘objectivist’ positions held, as Anthony Savile writes, that ‘attributions of beauty 
are true or false according as the designated object does or does not have the 
property ascribed to it. Our response of pleasure or love is rooted in the object, but 
the response is not constitutive of the objects beauty, but rather its beauty explains 
the response’ (Savile 1982: 116).  

The impossibility of actually finding those objective qualities that make an 
object beautiful resulted in the opposing position being formulated. Beauty was 
now described as being solely a response that takes place in the subject. This was 
expressed in the opening of Kant’s Critique of Pure Judgement where he writes: 
‘If we wish to discern whether anything is beautiful or not, we do not refer the 
representation of it to the object…we refer the representation to the subject and its 
feeling of pleasure or displeasure’ (Kant 2007: 203). 

Both positions highlight the essential paradox of the question of beauty. 
Namely that the following statements both seem to be true:  

 
(1) Some objects consistently evoke experiences of beauty more than  

others. 
(2) The experience of beauty is fundamental and without out it, the term 

loses all meaning. 
 
In other words, beauty seems to involve both a response and a stimulus.3 This is 
highlighted in what Kant called The Antinomy of Taste, the acknowledgement of 
the seeming paradox between the subjectivity and the objectivity of beauty.  

Objective theories that, on the (only possible) basis of experience, go on to 
claim that beauty exists independently of experience in qualities or features of 
form require an abstraction from experience and are therefore epistemically more 
costly than theories that explain beauty in terms of experience. However 
subjectivist theories that locate beauty in the experiencer of it as a spatio-temporal 
subject fail to take into account the essential nature of the experience, which this 

	
1 T. Merton 1995: 50 
2 Keats 2016: 59 
3 McMahon 1999: 3	
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paper argues cannot be reduced to a subject located in time and space. In light of 
the experience of beauty, this paper concludes that it cannot satisfactorily be 
understood as either an objective quality or a subjective response and seeks to go 
beyond these theories. 

It is acknowledged that before developing any theory, the only possible 
starting point for this question is the experience of beauty. Whether we go on to 
locate it in the subject or the object or neither, the experience is fundamental. 
Without it, the word ‘beauty’ has no meaning. As obvious as this may seem, this 
acknowledgment is paramount if we are to have an understanding that is in 
accordance with our experience. After all, it is an undeniable fact that the only 
thing we ever experience is contained within experience itself and the fact of 
experience renders beauty a possibility. Without experience, it is not possible to 
conceive of anything being beautiful, for conception obviously presupposes the 
presence of experience too.  

In exploring descriptions of beauty, it is seen to have been commonly 
described as an experience wherein there is a unification of subject and object 
(non-dual), being without spatial or temporal designation 4  and beyond 
conceptualisation. The implication, if we accept that experience is to be the ground 
of our theory, is that beauty must be regarded as the nature of experience 
unmediated by mental superimpositions. While the theory proposed is bound 
within subjectivity in the sense of phenomenal experience, it is not restricted to a 
personal subjective response or judgement and so the answer to how to account 
for universal judgments of taste takes a different form than Kant or Hume, 
appealing rather to Read’s notion of ‘Organic Form’ and the concept of 
transmission. 

Support for this view is found in a variety of disparate places. It is argued 
for directly by Ha Poong Kim in Beyond Words, Things, Thoughts, Feelings and 
by Eliot Deutsch in Studies in Comparative Aesthetics. Western philosophy seems 
to be more cautious in identifying the non-duality between subject and object in 
the beauty experience than eastern philosophy. However, I have noted it appears 
in the works of Schopenhauer, Plotinus, Hegel and Höderlin along with more 
recently John Dewey in Art as Experience. Kitarō Nishida’s notion of ‘Pure 
Experience’, is also utilised to support this argument. It is no surprise that artists 
and mystics tend to speak of the non-dual experience in less restricted ways that 
philosophers – being free of philosophical structures – hence I will provide insights 
from a number of them as a kind of evidence of the universality of this experience.  

The paper begins with a brief history of beauty before exploring the nature of 
the experience and the consequent implications in developing a theory about its 
nature. The paradox presented in Kant’s Antimony is then addressed from this 
alternative perspective. Before this all this however, a brief note on the terms 
‘aesthetic experience’ and ‘beauty’.  
 

1. Aesthetic Experience and Beauty 
 

I throw myself in the grass among the shining drops of dew, each leaf, each 
blade of grass overflows with life… then my soul cries with joy and soars 

	
4 The phrase ‘spatial designation’ is borrowed from Elliot Deutsch in Studies in 
Comparative Aesthetics, 2. 
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in all directions in the incommensurable space around me; there is no more 
up or down, no time, no beginning or end… (Runge 1802: 72) 

 
The description above by the Romantic painter Philipp Otto Runge is undoubtedly 
a description of an experience of profound beauty. However, often in aesthetics 
and likewise in art criticism, beauty is replaced by the term ‘aesthetic experience’. 
There are good reasons for this. In our society, the adjective ‘beautiful’ is about as 
loose a word as ‘good’ or ‘nice’. When somebody says that something is beautiful, 
most of the time it is safe to assume that they are not describing an experience like 
Philip Otto Runge. In common parlance, beauty is understood in the sense that 
something is nice or agreeable: somebody walks through a garden, glancing at a 
flower for less than a second and remarks that ‘it is beautiful’. For this reason, the 
term ‘beauty’ has often been replaced in philosophy and art criticism by the term 
‘aesthetic experience’ in order to clarify what is being talked about. 

However, as Ha Poong Kim points out, what word do we utter when we 
have a deep and powerful experience, when we are brought to tears of joy at 
listening to a piece of music or star struck by a Cézanne painting? We most 
frequently utter something about it being beautiful5. I think it’s fair to suggest that 
‘beauty’ as a term of description holds more power over the term ‘aesthetic 
experience’. Mary Mothersill shares this view and argues for a return to beauty on 
the basis that it is a ‘distinctive and timeless concept. The term itself has cognates 
in every language…’ (Mothersill 2004: 157).   

Using the term beauty serves to ground discussion of it in lived experience 
rather than in the realm of philosophising and theory. Therefore, once established 
that beauty is being used in reference to experiences like the one above rather than 
simple affirmations of pleasantness, it is unproblematic to continue talking of 
beauty as synonymous with aesthetic experience. I also use the phrase ‘beauty 
experience’ when emphasising its experiential nature.  
 

2. A Brief History of Beauty 
 

Providing a complete history of beauty would of course require more than a short 
paper. Whole books are devoted to the topic. For my purposes therefore, I will 
briefly outline a few positions that have been taken in the literature and that will 
provide a nice foundation for what follows. 

For Plato, beauty existed in the realm of forms as a transcendental. 
Beautiful things partake in the perfect, eternal form of beauty. In the Symposium, 
he outlines a theory of knowing beauty through love. We first love beautiful bodies 
and then, in an anagogic manner, we rise to a love of beautiful things until we 
come to know true beauty in itself.6 Plato already recognised the seeming paradox 
of the perception of beauty in the Phaedrus, where it seems that beauty is the 
apprehension of certain qualities of objects and yet it can provide insights into the 
nature of reality of which the perceiver is a part.7 
 
Ancient and Medieval understandings of beauty were also generally objectivist, 
although not always locating it in the eternal forms but in aspects and arrangements 

	
5 Kim 2011: 103. 
6 Plato, 2011: 357 (211c) 
7 McMahon 1999: 2-3	
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of physical form itself8. Umberto Eco calls this the ‘Aesthetic of Proportion’ (Eco 
2002: 28). Although there are a number of different theories that can be understood 
as theories of proportion, the most common was to equate beauty with 
arrangements of specific parts into a unitary whole that bears the outcome of being 
beautiful. Such qualities of arrangement like symmetry, geometry, and harmony 
were understood as in being the DNA, so to speak, of a beautiful object. This path 
of explanation lead down avenues into which beauty was understood in an almost 
mathematical way, in so far as beauty became a measurement of proportion. 
Umberto Eco, of this understanding, writes that ‘beauty does not consist in the 
elements, but in the harmonious proportion of the parts’ (Eco 1986: 29).  This is 
to say that beauty is a unity that arises from variety.  

The understanding of beauty as residing in the object or the qualities of the 
object was the dominant understanding in western culture up to the eighteenth 
century9 and was deeply embodied in the art and architecture of the time. Notice 
for example that the architecture of the Italian renaissance was usually 
symmetrical and consisted of geometrical patterns – St. Peter’s Basilica is a good 
example. Indeed, all the way back to Aristotle we find this understanding. He 
writes: 
 

The chief forms of beauty are order and symmetry and definiteness, which 
the mathematical sciences demonstrate in a special degree’ (Aristotle, 
2011: 1078a36). 

 
Thomas Aquinas, in his transcendental theory of beauty also thought it was 
instantiated in form by order and harmony:10 
 

There are three requirements for beauty. Firstly integrity or perfection- for 
if something is impaired it is ugly. Then there is due proportion or 
consonance. And also clarity: whence things that are brightly coloured are 
called beautiful (Summa Theologica I: 39,8)  

 
The recognition that the question of beauty involved an antinomy was 

explored by medieval thinkers but not clearly stated until Kant11. The antinomy is 
that beauty seems to be largely dependent upon a knowing subject and yet there 
simultaneously seem to be universal judgments of taste that suggest beauty is 
independent of a single mind. In other words, why do most people agree that Bach 
is a great composer, or Cézanne’s paintings are beautiful in light of Kant’s view 
that beauty’s ‘determining ground can be none other than subjective’ (Kant 2007: 
35). Kant attempts to solve this in a complex way with his transcendental 
deduction and likewise does Hume, more simply, with an appeal to ‘true judges’ 
who have a refined sense of beauty. 

That the pleasure taken from beauty is pure and disinterested had become 
a common view by the end of the medieval period12 and Kant used this as the basis 
by which judgements could be universal. A disinterred pleasure is one that is not 

	
8 Sartwell 2017: 2  
9 Wölfflin 1932: 9  
10 McMahon, 1999: 3 
11 McMahon, 1999: 3	
12 Eco 1988: 17 
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related to the faculty of desire. In other words, the interests specific to an individual 
do not influence the judgment of taste. On this basis he argues that the judgment 
contains within it, a priori, the grounds of universal acceptance. Consequently, 
Kant supposedly proves that the judgement of taste (which is cognitive) precedes 
the feeling of pleasure because the judgement is universally communicable and 
‘nothing is capable of being universally communicated but cognition’ (Kant 2007: 
48). He writes: 
 

Hence it is the universal capacity for being communicated incident to the 
state of the mind in the given representation, which, as the subjective 
condition of the judgement of taste, must underlie the latter, with the 
pleasure in the object as its consequence. (Kant 2007: 48) 

 
This presumes two aspects to the aesthetic experience – a judgement and 

the pleasure preceding it. The obvious problem is either the judgment is hidden 
from us or it is just not the case that we judge something to be beautiful before we 
take pleasure in it. We don’t cognitively say to ourselves just before experiencing 
the pleasure in a piece of music, ‘yes that is beautiful’. We are absorbed in the 
piece of music. This conclusion Kant comes to is not in line with our experience 
because he starts with his complex philosophical foundation which reinforces 
certain concepts that are fatal to an understanding of beauty that is line with our 
experience. This ‘reinforced bias’ as Dewey calls it will be explored in the coming 
sections (Dewey 2005: 259. 

Hume takes a simpler approach in Of the Standard of Taste and makes the 
observation that: 
 

Beauty is no quality in things themselves. It exits merely in the mind which 
contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty. One person 
may even perceive deformity, where another is sensible of beauty; and 
every individual ought to acquiesce in his own sentiment, without 
pretending to regulate those of others. (Hume 1757: 209, added emphasis) 

 
From this, he suggests that a standard of taste can be found in the agreement of 
‘competent critics’ whereby some tastes are deemed better or truer than others. 
The ‘true critic’ is unbiased in their analysis of what constitutes something tasteful 
or not. Their personal idiosyncrasies do not disturb their right judgment and 
therefore there can be an objective standard. He writes: 
 

Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by practice, perfected 
by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone entitle critics to this 
valuable character, and the joint verdict of such, wherever they are to 
found, is the true standard of taste and beauty (Hume 1757: 144) 

 
This, however, leads us to continue searching for aspects of the objects that 

are deemed beautiful by ‘true judges’. Do true judges judge certain objects to be 
beautiful because they are beautiful or are they beautiful because they are judged 
to be so by a true judge? If the former, this would result in Hume becoming a 
realist about aesthetic properties in the object which he denies. However if the 
latter, then there still must be properties of the object that cause this shared 
judgement. 
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3. Description over Explanation 

 
As stated in the introduction, my view is that reducing beauty to an objective 
quality or to a subjective response is unsatisfactory in light of the nature of the 
actual experience. So now I will turn to that experience. However, it is pertinent 
to note that initially this is a description and not an explanation. If we hope to form 
valid philosophical structures in which beauty fits, I would suggest that we must 
first be careful to stay close to the evidence of the beauty experience. Otherwise 
we can call fall into the trap of trying to fit beauty into a pre-existent structure (like 
Kant), rather than allowing the experience to be explored and then placed in a 
philosophical, and therefore linguistic structure. Too often, the immediate, lived 
experience of beauty is overlooked in favour for a theory of it, or pre-conceived 
ideas about reality sneak into our thinking. This recognition - that description is 
somehow of greater philosophical value than explanation was expressed by 
Wittgenstein: 
 

We must do away with all explanation, and description alone must take 
its place (Wittgenstein, 1958: 109, original emphasis)  
 
Philosophy simply puts everything before us, and neither explains nor 
deduces anything- since everything lies open to view there is nothing to 
explain. For what is hidden, for example, is of no interest to us. (126) 

 
Perhaps Wittgenstein wouldn’t be the philosopher to turn to while I’m 

about to equate the nature of beauty with mystical experience, but nevertheless, 
the point he makes, that ‘everything is before us’, is of value. The experience of 
beauty exists. It is a reality for human beings and presents itself to us. Before we 
have tried to turn beauty into a term of analysis or explanation, exploring its nature 
and describing it as best we can, must be primary, for our conceptualisations of 
beauty arise from the experience. This insistence on experience is derived from the 
distinctive nature of the experience which is about to be explored.  

 
 

4. Beauty as Experience 
 

This section first considers Kim’s distinction between the seeing mind and the 
thinking mind, outlining how much of what we perceive is a result of the latter. 
Following this, descriptions of beauty as a non-dual experience are explored before 
considering the implications for a theory of beauty and for Kant’s Antinomy. 
 

a. The Thinking and the Seeing Mind 
 

Ha Poong Kim points out in his work Beyond Words, Things, Thoughts, Feelings, 
that there is a distinction to be made between the thinking mind and the seeing 
mind. Following partly from Kant, the thinking mind is the mind characterised by 
having a definite interest while the seeing mind is disinterested 13.  
 

	
13 Kim 2011: 3 
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The thinking mind is the working mind. The working mind never comes to 
the still state of awareness… (it) is always preoccupied with something or 
other: it is a mind with its own particular agenda, or with a definite 
interest… (Kim 2011: 3, original emphasis)  

 
The term seeing is not used to denote the sense of sight, but rather in ‘the sense of 
“awareness”’ (Kim 2011: 5) and applies to all kinds of perceptual experience in 
which the interest of the thinking mind is replaced with the disinterestedness of 
the seeing mind. It is suggested by Kim, a scholar of Eastern and the Western 
philosophy, that the West has primarily equated the mind with the thinking mind 
and overlooked the seeing mind, assuming all knowledge comes from rational 
consideration and conceptual thinking rather than from intuition and that which 
cannot be expressed in language. 

As has been the insight of saints and sages, mostly in the eastern tradition, 
emphasis has always been given to the seeing mind, in particular to its relationship 
to the end of suffering – as was the sole intention of the Buddha. Shantananda 
Saraswati was believed to have said, ‘Real thinkers don’t think’14. For this reason, 
the great eastern philosophers and sages like the Buddha, Lao Tzu and 
Ramakrishna were all considered seers and not thinkers. This distinction between 
seeing and thinking as two aspects of Mind lays the foundations for an 
understanding of beauty that appears within Mind but is not limited by the 
scaffolding that is erected by thought. This opens the possibility of beauty being 
the nature of experience when unmediated by thought. This is expressed in Kim’s 
view, by beauty being the nature of the seeing mind.  

This is supported (albeit unknowingly) by Owen Barfield. He makes the 
case that the way we perceive the world in normal life is not directly but through 
a subliminal framework of pre-existent ideas, beliefs and feelings. Barfield writes: 
 

I do not perceive any thing with my sense organs alone, but with a great 
part of my whole human being. Thus, I may say, loosely, that I ‘hear a 
thrush singing’. But in strict truth all that I ever merely ‘hear’- all that I 
ever hear simply by virtue of having ears – is sound. When I ‘hear a thrush 
singing’, I am hearing, not with my ears alone, but with all sorts of other 
things like mental habits, memory, imagination, feeling and (to the extent 
at least that the act of attention involves it) will. (Barfield 2011: 15-16, 
original emphasis) 

 
Schopenhauer made the same recognition; that we see the world through a 

conceptual framework, and went on to describe how beauty can penetrate through 
this structure. Of Schopenhauer’s understanding, Patrick Gardiner’s writes that ‘it 
is essential to the type of experience Schopenhauer is now considering that the 
subject should not look out upon the world through the spectacles of pre-existent 
concepts…’ (Gardiner 1971:192).  

The suggestion is that conceptual thinking acts like a veil by laying down 
a network of subconscious beliefs and ideas that cover up experience as it is in a 
pure form – without conceptual superimposition15. And the nature of the seeing 
mind, according to Kim, is innately free of any inherited and learnt conceptual 

	
14 Spira 2017: 84	
15 This is Kitarō Nishida’s conception of pure experience. 
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structures, including and most importantly, the structure of subject and object, seer 
and seen. However contrary to common sense this may seem, the suggestion that 
the nature of experience is essentially non-dual (free of subject and object) has 
immense support as we are about to see and this recognition is, I argue, the 
recognition of beauty. 
  

b. Beauty as a Non-dual Experience 
 
… Or music heard so deeply 
That it is not heard at all, but you are the music 
While the music lasts… 

    -T.S Elliot, ‘The Dry Salvages’16 
 
Such a line from Elliot is generally believed to be poetic and emotional in nature 
and rather than a deep insight into nature of identity and self-knowledge. The 
common view that our experience is split into two parts is the most pervasive 
concept that will affect any theory of beauty. It is largely believed in the West that 
there is a subject ‘in here’ so to speak, and an object ‘out there’, having 
independent and un-connected existences. The seer and the seen. This duality is 
unavoidably embedded in our language – we use the word ‘I’ to refer to ourselves 
and to separate out ourselves from everything and everyone else. Furthermore we 
have to separate ourselves as a body out from the world in order to survive. We 
could barely cross the street without being hit by a car if we did not make this 
distinction. But theories of beauty that locate it in objective qualities or a subjective 
response take for granted that the structure of subject and object are conceptual 
and not empirically verifiable in experience17. What’s more, their concreteness is 
obliterated in the face of the experience of beauty itself.  

It cannot be denied that everything we experience is presented to us on the 
screen of perception and therefore we never have direct experience of a world 
outside of our perceptions of it. We cannot separate the seen from seeing and we 
cannot separate seeing from experience or consciousness. This was Kant’s 
recognition – that we only have access to representation and not the thing in itself, 
the ‘noumena’. Matter, or the object, by its very definition as that which is separate 
from the subject, can never be observed empirically and is, as Kastrup writes, a 
‘conceptual explanatory device abstracted from… empirical observations’ 
(Kastrup 2019: 21).  

It is hardly imaginable that someone could question the validity of the 
seer/seen dichotomy, being so deeply ingrained into our thinking. But this is 
precisely the fundamental claim of so many great spiritual and mystical sages and 
traditions. For example in Advaita Vedanta, a non-dual school of Hindu 
philosophy18, Nirvikalpa Samadhi is the experience where there is ‘a mergence of 
the mental activity (cittavṛtti) in the Self, to such a degree, or in such a way, that 
the distinction (vikalpa) of knower, act of knowing, and object known becomes 
dissolved — as waves vanish in water, and as foam vanishes into the sea. (Zimmer 
1951: 84).  

	
16 Elliot 2001: 30 
17 This is argued in depth in: Kastrup 2019.	
18 Advaita is translated to ‘not two’.  
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  Kitarō Nishida, with his notion of ‘pure experience’, also suggests that 
subject and object are constructions of thought and that in ‘pure experience’ we 
recognise the essential inseparability between the two as an empirical fact. ‘When 
one directly experiences one’s own state of consciousness’, he writes, ‘there is not 
yet a subject or an object, and knowing and its object are completely unified’ 
(Nishida 1990: 3-4). Nishida is not even referring to an experience of beauty but 
merely pointing out what can be noticed about the nature of experience if we 
momentarily suspend our preconceptions. Nishida, in his Cartesian approach of 
doubting what cannot be directly known, proceeds to outline a very strong case for 
idealism derived from certain undeniable truths about experience.  

To notice that whatever appears on the screen of perception is intimately 
one with the perceiver as a pure empirical fact is the very essence of non-dual 
philosophy and is often synonymous with an experience of beauty. Not 
experiencing some-thing as beautiful, but beauty being the nature of experience 
unmediated by conceptual categories that have been superimposed onto it. This 
non-dual description of experience is found earlier in Plotinus: 
 

No doubt we should speak of seeing; but we cannot help talking in 
dualities, seen and seer, instead of, boldly, the achievement of unity. In this 
seeing, we neither hold an object nor trace distinction; there is no two. 
(Plotinus, Sixth Ennead IX.10: 359-360) 

 
Likewise, for Schopenhauer, this was implicated by his theory of the Will 

being the sole underlying substance of all Representation. Ultimately there can be 
no duality since the Will is fundamentally all that exists. In relation to how a 
human can know this as a matter of experience, Schopenhauer thought that beauty 
was the key. Gardiner writes of Schopenhauer’s understanding on the way to 
experience beauty that:  
 

The whole ‘ power of his mind’ must be given up to perception; he must 
‘sink himself’ in this, so that ‘his whole consciousness (is) filled with the 
quiet contemplation of the natural object actually present’… In so far a he 
achieves this state, he may be said to lose himself in the object of his 
contemplation; he forgets ‘his individuality, his will, and only continues to 
exist as pure subject, as clear mirror of the object’, so that in describing his 
experience it is no longer possible to distinguish clearly between the 
perceiver and his perception; one wishes instead to say that ‘both have 
become one, since the entire consciousness is filled and occupied with a 
single perceptual image’ (Gardiner 1971: 192, original emphasis).  

 
The poet and philosopher Hölderlin, who I understand deeply influenced Hegel, 
also wrote of the union of subject and object in relation to being as such. Hegel 
too wrote of this union in reference to love as ‘pure subject-object identity’ (Beiser 
2005: 113). From Hölderlin: 
 

Where subject and object are absolutely, not only partially, united, namely 
so united that no division can be executed without damaging the essence 
of that which is to be separated, there and nowhere else can one speak of 
being as such, as is the case with intellectual intuition (Hölderlin 2011: 
‘Being Judgement, Possibility). 
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‘Being as such’ refers to being in and of itself, before it is any thing in 

particular. Due to the fact that the description is so close to that of Nishida, 
Schopenhauer and Plotinus, its fair to suggest that Hölderlin’s apprehension of 
‘being as such’ is the identical experience to beauty, just a different name for it.  

However often this type of description of subject-object union emerged 
amongst western philosophers, it is eastern philosophy and in particular non-dual 
philosophy that really utilises the experience of beauty to ground their philosophy. 
The structure of their thought allows beauty to be equated with mystical experience 
unproblematically. Eliot Deutsch in his monograph entitled Studies in 
Comparative Aesthetics outlines the two concepts of yūgen and rasa which both 
point to the essential nature of the experience of beauty. Yūgen is a Japanese 
concept and rasa an Indian one.  
 

The concept of yūgen teaches us that in aesthetic experience it is not that 
‘I see the work of art’ but that by ‘seeing’ the ‘I’ is transformed. It is not 
that ‘I enter into the work’ but that by ‘entering’ the ‘I’ is altered in the 
intensity of a pristine immediacy (Deutsch 1975:32, original emphasis). 

 
Notice the similarity between this and Schopenhauer’s description of aesthetic 
experience. Both refer to the transformation of the perceiver: the ‘I’, and the 
‘pristine immediacy’ of yūgen is also reflective of Kim characterisation of the 
aesthetic moment as an experience of  ‘bright presence’ (Kim 2011: 7).  

Rasa is a Sanskrit term used in aesthetics that translates to ‘flavour, desire, 
beauty, or that which is tasted in art’ (Deutsch 1975:1). As in western aesthetics, 
the question of where rasa is located is asked. Is it a quality of the object or 
something particular to the subject? Deutsch suggests that in classic non-dual 
philosophy it is neither: 
 

Rasa is not limited by any difference of space, time and knowing subject. 
When we say ‘rasas are perceived’, we are using language loosely. For the 
rasa is the process of perception itself (Deutsch 1975: 2). 

 
Again, notice the similarity to Schopenhauer and his characterisation of the  ‘single 
perceptual image’. Rasa could be said to be the uncovering of the movement of 
perception – the process of it, by which what is experienced is not a perceiver and 
a perceived but the unveiling of perception, or experience as such, in which the 
subject/object dichotomy are not implicated. It is worth quoting Deutsch more 
extensively on Rasa: 

 
The essential quality of aesthetic experience, it is maintained, is neither 
subjective nor objective; it neither belongs to the art-work nor to the 
experiencer of it; rather it is the process of aesthetic perception itself, which 
defies spatial designation, that constitutes rasa. This view that the locus or 
āśraya, as it were, of rasa is nowhere, that rasa transcends spatial and 
temporal determinations is, I believe, the only way open to us to understand 
the nature of aesthetic experience. (Deutsch 1975:2, original emphasis) 

 
John Dewey in Art as Experience makes the same argument. Namely, that 

in light of the experience of beauty, it is an impossibility to subsequently attempt 
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to reduce it to the subjective or the objective. He suggests that the attitude of 
separating self and other is necessary for countless fields of study, but it is the 
exact attitude that prevents a true understanding of aesthetic experience19. Dewey 
notes that since it is the ‘professional thinker’ that holds this attitude most dear, he 
approaches the subject with a ‘reinforced bias’, which is ‘most fatal to esthetic 
understanding’ (Dewey 2005: 259). This is the case precisely because, as Dewey 
writes: 
 

The uniquely distinguishing feature of esthetic experience is exactly the 
fact that no such distinction of self and object exits in it, since it is esthetic 
in the degree in which organism and environment cooperate to institute an 
experience in which the two are so fully integrated that each disappears. 
(Dewey 2005: 259) 

 
c. The Implications 

 
In light of the fact that this description of subject object unity is described over 
time by unconnected voices and is always taken seriously and not reduced to an 
illusion, we have good reason to take seriously the claims by Deutsch and Dewey 
– namely that beauty cannot be adequately explained as belonging to the artwork 
or the experiencer of it. What then are the implications?  

One could proceed by claiming that this experience is merely another 
experience that happens within a spatio-temporally located subject rather than 
being the nature of experience itself. But this view forsakes the immediacy of 
direct experience in favour of maintaining certain ideas that are not original to 
experience. Namely the idea that there is a fundamental distinction between 
subject and object, which we have seen is not in fact a given in direct experience, 
but better described as an explanatory model, useful for many things, but fatal to 
a true understanding of beauty. 

How would it be possible in light of these descriptions that consistently 
negate the separation between subject and object in the experience of beauty, to 
subsequently expect to be able to reduce beauty to qualities in an object or a 
response in a subject? Both these positions presuppose the subject-object identity. 
If we accept Kim’s view that the mind in the west is largely associated with the 
thinking mind, then it would be reasonable to suggest that because the thinking 
mind generates the concepts of subject and object out from direct experience and 
believes them to be fundamental, the experience of seeing whereby this distinction 
collapse, inevitably is regarded as arising in the subject whose fundamental 
existence is presupposed. But this is exactly the attitude Dewey pointed out was 
fatal to a true understanding of esthetic experience. In equating the mind solely 
with thought, the deeper aspect of the mind is overlooked as an avenue to 
knowledge. 

Furthermore, the suggestion by Deutsch that rasa or beauty is nowhere and 
thus transcends space and time serves to further eliminate the possibility of 
successfully locating beauty in a spatio-temporal subject. This is not an uncommon 
experience. Who hasn’t felt in a moment of beauty the sense of time fall away? Or 
heard of an artist so absorbed in her creation that she completely loses sense of 
time. The seeing mind, according to Kim, ‘knows of no time: it is timeless. In this 
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sense we can say that seeing/awareness is ‘eternal’. Not that it is infinite in time 
but that it is simply ‘above time’ (Kim 2011: 10-11). In the experience of beauty, 
we are ‘beyond’ time and space. Our culture is so convinced in the solidity of those 
concepts that we can barely conceive of an experience that does not occur within 
them. Perhaps this is partly inherited by Kant who suggested time and space were 
a priori conditions of experience – that experience presupposed time and space.  

But the very fact that such an experience is possible – an experience 
without ‘spatial and temporal designation’ – serves to undermine their concrete 
existence. For if time and space were the concrete realities they seem to be, all 
experience, without exception, must bare the signature of their existence. And in 
such an experience of beauty, the felt stability of time and space (the very feeling 
that caused us to make claims of their existence in the first place) falls away 
completely. How then, in light of such an experience, can we return to normal 
consciousness and attribute the experience to a subject that is located in time and 
space – a subject that was not present in the very experience we are seeking to 
explain. It is unsatisfactory therefore, and contrary to empirical evidence to reduce 
beauty to that which cannot be upheld in light of the experience. 

Therefore, if we first accept that experience in itself does not presuppose a 
subject object identity – a view strongly suggested by both descriptions of 
subjective experience (as with Schopenhauer, Plotinus, Hoderlin etc.) and 
objective reason (Nishida, Kastrup, Dewey, Deutsch). And secondly, that 
describing the experience of beauty is the only way open to us to understand its 
nature, we are forced to conclude, as Deutsch and Kim do, that beauty is most 
accurately described as the nature of experience unmediated by concepts that are 
superimposed onto experience but are not original to it. This view does not elevate 
beauty to some high transcendent realm that is inaccessible but it deeply humanises 
it. If beauty is the nature of experience itself, it is always accessible, ever-present, 
merely overlooked.  

In this way, we cannot speak of beauty being personal or located in the 
subject. Rather it must be understood as impersonal as anything personal would 
presuppose the superimposition of a concept onto ‘pure experience’. So beauty 
exists not in the subject, but it could be said that beauty is the subject. Subject in 
this sense referring to a ‘pure’ subject as in Schopenhauer, not a subject that is 
concomitant with an object, but the impersonal subject of experience, that is 
common to all human beings. Therefore, the experience of beauty is exactly the 
same in every human being, for it is the nature of experience. This is argued by 
Deutsch who writes elsewhere that ‘in aesthetic experience, the private ego 
transcends its spatio-temporal limitations, many minds meet, a common 
consciousness emerges, the aesthetic and the mystical coincide’ (Deutsch 1999: 
45).  

We can therefore talk about beauty being objective in a very particular 
way. It is an objective insofar as it is inherent to experience as such and therefore 
impersonal. An object that evokes this experience ceases to exist as a separate 
object and becomes transformed, or re-formed into a more fundamental and 
original apprehension, because its apprehension as being separate from the subject 
is seen to have resulted from the superimposition of concepts onto ‘pure’ 
experience. From this we could say that the object is not seen as beautiful, but 
beauty is seen as the object.20 So beauty could be said to be both subjective and 
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objective, but not one or the other. It is subjective as in bound within subjectivity 
and objective as in the nature of experience. 

‘Bound within subjectivity’ is concomitant with saying ‘bound within 
experience’. Experience obviously presupposes some sort of subjectivity in the 
sense that there is ‘something it is like’ to have an experience. However, this 
subjectivity does not presuppose a separate, spatio-temporally limited subject. 
Rather, it is understood as a form of pure subjectivity, understood in the same way 
as Nishida’s ‘pure experience’ – experience or subjectivity before it is qualified 
by the activity of the thinking mind. Furthermore, this pure subjectivity is 
completely at odds with Kant and Hume’s notion of beauty being subjective. Their 
subjectivity pre-supposes objectivity attributed to the world and to objects whereas 
pure subjectivity does not. Therefore, in claiming that beauty is the nature of 
experience, we are claiming that beauty is the nature of the ‘pure subject’, not 
subjective in the sense of a personal judgement.  

In this way and with reference to Deutsch claiming that in beauty, ‘the 
private ego transcends its spatio-temporal limitations, many minds meet, a 
common consciousness emerges’, the experience of beauty points strongly to the 
ontology of idealism or panpsychism rather than the physcicalism that dominates 
philosophy and science in the present day. Under physcicalism, this experience 
has to be regarded as a phenomenon arising in the brain and cannot possibly 
suggest that the objective world is made of the same substance as subjective 
experience (for physcicalism suggests that the mind arises out of some special 
arrangement of matter (but has no idea how this happens)). 

In contrast, experiencing objects in this way, as essentially made of 
experiencing (for there is nothing to perceiving but perception, and nothing to 
perception but the experiencing or the consciousness of it) would be validated by 
idealism and panpsychism’s claim that all reality is reducible to mind or 
consciousness. Rather than postulating that the thing in itself is fundamentally 
inaccessible, as Kant did, the experience of beauty has long been pointed to as the 
recognition that the nature of the objective world and subjective experience have 
a common ground or source. Schopenhauer essentially suggested this, claiming 
that the noumena of Kant is experiential by virtue of our having direct access to 
one thing in itself, namely, ourselves21. I would suggest that in this way, the clear 
description of the experience of beauty along with a radical and honest empiricism 
can be the grounds by which the hard problem of consciousness can be 
circumvented by the adoption of an ontology which starts with what is directly 
given in experience: Mind or Consciousness, not what is abstracted and never 
directly experienced: matter. Therefore, the question of how consciousness arises 
from matter does not arise and the hard problem disappears. 
 

d. Returning to Kant’s Antimony 
 
If beauty is as I suggest; the nature of experience unmediated by concepts, then 
why do some ‘objects’ seem to invoke this experience more than others. Why does 
this experience occur in the presence of a Bach Sonata but not to the sound of 
traffic out the window? Why is a view of a mountain range more powerful than a 
trash can? Surely these objects must share some objective qualities that can invoke 
these types of experiences. Furthermore, why do some people hate Bach? These 
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facts seem to suggest that there are certain degrees to which objects can be 
powerful facilitators of the beauty experience and yet it is not always the case that 
they do cause this experience. As learnt from the shift made by Kant and Hume, it 
is impossible to find necessary and sufficient conditions for an object to cause an 
experience of beauty. However, under the idea that beauty is the nature of 
experience, it is still possible to maintain both that different people find different 
things evoke an experience of beauty and that there are certain objects that have a 
certain power to evoke this experience more than others 

To address the first issue that different people find different things 
beautiful. Kant argued that because the pleasure taken from beauty is disinterested, 
anyone in the same position must have the same experience. Clearly this is not 
verified by common sense. It is perfectly natural for different people to have 
different tastes. Under the theory presented, it is perfectly possible for literally any 
object to become transformed in this apprehension of non-separation from 
experience, including the sound of traffic or the trash can if we follow 
Schopenhauer instructions to ‘sink’ into ourselves, and quietly contemplate the 
object present.  

Why then do some objects have more power than others to actually 
themselves evoke an experience of beauty? In relation to art, simply because some 
objects are made with the intention of evoking this type of experience and so their 
form has the power to transfer what was felt in the artist onto the observer of the 
art. This was Cézanne’s view of the artist’s function, to ‘give us a taste of nature’s 
eternity’22. In other words to allow us to taste the timelessness of the seeing mind. 
This is expressed by Rupert Spira when he writes that ‘although all objects come 
from this experience and are therefore an expression of it, there is a particular 
category of objects that could be called sacred works of art, that shine with the 
presence of this understanding and therefore have the power to convey… it 
directly’ (Spira 2016:155).   

Herbert Read explored how the artist can achieve this in his work The True 
Voice of Feeling in relation to Romantic poetry. He develops the notion of 
‘Organic Form’, which refers to that art which is the ‘visible embodiment of being’ 
(Read 1953: 16). He suggests that organic form emerges from what Keats called 
‘the true voice of feeling’, where what is being communicated through the artwork 
is the ‘increasingly acute awareness of the nature of experience’ (Read 1953: 153). 
This, Read suggests, is done by the artist ‘identifying himself with the formative 
energy of the universe’ (Read 1953: 17). So we could say that it is not some 
objective quality that is present in the artwork that renders it a vessel for such an 
experience as the subject-object nonduality that we call beauty. Rather, that the 
artists sense of this non-objective experience can be condensed into objective form 
and somehow communicated to the onlooker through that very form.  

From this view, it would make sense however that the specific structure of 
each individual mind would react slightly differently to different stimuli. For one 
who cannot speak English, a Keats poem will probably not evoke an experience 
of beauty. In the same way, it is unsurprising that that some experience beauty in 
music, for others in art or dance, and for others in nature. It makes no difference. 
This just serves to each mind is sensitive to different stimuli, but the experience of 
beauty is identical in every mind. 
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Conclusion 
 

This paper has explored the nature of the experience we commonly call ‘beauty’ 
and as a result has concluded that due to its nature, any theory that subsequently 
reduces beauty to objective qualities or a subjective response will be 
unsatisfactory. In uncovering how the experience has been described by a number 
of disparate voices from disparate places and times as an experience wherein there 
is no trace of separation between the subject and the object but rather a single 
perceptual experience in which the two have completely merged, it has been 
argued that beauty is best understood as the nature of experience when unmediated 
by superimposed concepts. From this view, works of art and in particular, sacred 
works of art are those works that convey or evoke this experience. However, the 
difficulty of discovering certain necessary and sufficient objective conditions for 
such a work of art is to be expected for the experience can be produced by such 
diverse forms that do not share objective qualities. Therefore, Read’s notion of 
‘organic form’ was used to explain how artists achieve this. This is the real 
profound mystery of a work of art; the ability of the artist to convey the mysterious, 
the formless, the ineffable through form. As George Braque famously said: ‘The 
one valuable thing in art is the thing you cannot explain’ (Braque 1957). From this 
view of beauty as experience, art’s function is precisely to reveal this fact using 
form, whether through words, painting, music, dance or anything else. In the ruins 
of a culture that has devalued beauty to mere pleasantness, this understanding 
stands to restate the fundamental and the sacred importance of beauty as an avenue 
to knowledge and truth. To return to the great John Keats:  

 Beauty is truth, truth beauty, – that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know’23.  
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