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Essay Review

What’s the Big Idea? On Emily Brady’s Sublime

THE SUBLIME IN MODERN PHILOSOPHY: AESTHETICS, ETHICS, AND 
NATURE, by Emily Brady. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 240 
pp., $99.99, hc.

“The sublime is a massive concept,” Emily Brady states in her book’s first 
sentence. Her lucid study of the sublime should interest scholars from a 
wide range of disciplines, from environmental philosophy and aesthetics to 
the history of philosophy, art history, and literary criticism. Although its title 
refers to modern philosophy, the book examines not only the period typi-
cally classified in philosophy as “modern,” but also romanticism and con-
temporary aesthetics. Brady aims “to reassess, and to some extent reclaim, 
the meaning of the sublime as developed during its heyday in eighteenth- 
century aesthetic theory by the likes of Addison, Burke, Kant, and others, 
and mark out its relevance for contemporary debates in philosophy, espe-
cially for aesthetics.” According to what she calls her “relational” theory, the 
core meaning of the sublime, as tied mainly to nature, “presents a form of 
aesthetic experience which engenders a distinctive aesthetic- moral relation-
ship between humans and the natural environment.”1

 The popularity of the sublime has waxed and waned over the years. It 
is a bit ironic that Kant, a major theorist of the sublime, called his theory 
of the sublime a “mere appendix” (CPJ 5:246) to the aesthetic judging of 
the purposiveness of nature.2 The sublime played a diminished role in 
Hegel’s aesthetics, and, in light of Hegel’s strong influence on early and 
mid- nineteenth- century German philosophy, this marginalization was sig-
nificant. The concept experienced a surge in the late 1980s and the 1990s, 
especially among francophone theorists writing about art and the “postmod-
ern.” There have been some recent articles questioning whether a coherent 
theory of the sublime is possible,3 and there continues to be interest in the 
concept among aesthetic theorists, as well as Kant scholars.4 Theorists have 
proposed accounts of sublimity as an aesthetic concept,5 and I would place 
Brady’s book in this context, building on her previous scholarship.6

 The sublime has been influential in fields beyond philosophy and philo-
sophical aesthetics, and it continues to be studied from various perspectives. 
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In fact, with such liberal use of the concept and so many kinds of sublimity 
popping up—the technological sublime, feminist sublime, ecological sub-
lime, literary sublime, postmodern sublime, American sublime, romantic 
sublime, the cultural and political sublimes—one is tempted to conclude 
that the concept itself has become too massive, hence diffuse and uninforma-
tive. Brady characterizes and defends yet another kind, an “environmen-
tal” or “natural” sublime, and her addition proceeds in a philosophically 
nuanced manner, giving a compelling riposte to the sentiment that the con-
cept is outmoded and should not be used beyond its limited eighteenth- 
century context.
 Brady argues for the continued relevance of Kant’s account, thereby 
providing a worthy model for engaging and interpreting the history of 
aesthetics. She is committed to the claim that contemporary theorists may 
use historical theories of the sublime, “lifting their core out of a historical 
framework.”7 The success of her effort shows that this is a reasonable com-
mitment. Here I cannot examine all of her arguments, so, after giving an 
overview of the book, I will address four main topics: the artistic sublime; 
“adherent” sublimity, environmental ethics, and the role of culture.

Overview

The book consists of an Introduction, Part I (“The Historical Sublime,” 
Chapters 1–4), and Part II (“The Contemporary Sublime,” Chapters 5–8). 
Part I discusses the sublime in the theories from the history of aesthetics, 
covering John Dennis, Hume, Burke, Kant, Schiller, and even the leading 
romantics and Schopenhauer. (There is a brief footnote on Nietzsche, and 
a page mentioning Hegel.8) Brady devotes two chapters to the author of 
the Critique of the Power of Judgment and even discusses Kant’s pre- Critical 
theory. Her interpretation emphasizes the role of nature in Kant’s theory of 
the sublime. In Part II, she clarifies the relevance of the sublime to selected 
issues in aesthetics and discusses related negative emotions.
 Brady first traces the concept of the sublime chronologically with respect 
to its subject matter, qualities, and objects, focusing on eighteenth- century 
theorists such as Dennis, Addison, Baillie, Gerard, Burke, Home (Kames), 
and Archibald Alison.9 She devotes her attention mainly to British theorists 
of the sublime before turning to Kant, whom she depicts, following the plau-
sible standard interpretation, as the Continent’s preeminent theorist of the 
sublime. Brady argues that, although the sublime has its roots in literary 
style and rhetoric reaching back to Longinus, these British theorists brought 
the concept to the fore of aesthetic theory and applied it to a range of sub-
ject matter, with nature becoming more and more central. Dennis stands out 
as somewhat of a philosophical opponent, representing, in addition to the 
sublime of style, the “self- admiration” account of the sublime, according to 
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which the self, rather than the natural object, is esteemed in the experience. 
Her analysis of various theories leads to a general understanding of the 
sublime “as an aesthetic response to qualities of greatness, with an intense 
imaginative and emotional character.”10

 Chapter 2 opens with notable discussions of Moses Mendelssohn and of 
the pre- Critical Kant, before turning to the Critical sublime in CPJ. The fol-
lowing chapter acknowledges that Kant’s apparent emphasis on the human 
mind and freedom as sublime seems to leave much less room for attributing 
the sublime to the external world, namely, to nature or natural objects. She 
addresses this potential problem by rejecting what I would call the “mental-
istic” or “subjectivist” interpretation of Kant. This controversial issue hinges 
on how one reads Kant’s answer to the following question, which Kant dis-
cusses under his technical term “subreption”: in the sublime experience, 
does the aesthetic observer recognize her mind (self, way of thinking) as 
what is truly sublime, or does she attribute sublimity to an external object?11 
In defending the latter, Brady reasserts the centrality of natural objects, 
which are conceived not as mere triggers of the sublime, but instead as play-
ing a key causal role.
 Brady next examines Schiller, Schopenhauer, and British romanticism, 
especially Wordsworth. She defends the Wordsworthian sublime from the 
objection that it is ultimately self- regarding, overly humanistic, or egotisti-
cal. She shows how the humility and self- awareness of the sublime charac-
terize the human self as a part of nature, conceived holistically. Brady also 
discusses the conservation- conscious account offered by American natural-
ist John Muir.
 Chapter 5 (the beginning of Part II) considers what central meaning of 
the sublime emerges in light of Brady’s foregoing historical discussion. Her 
strategy is to consider so- called paradigm cases to outline this core mean-
ing, rather than to propose a philosophical definition. The core meaning of 
the sublime can be explained through natural objects or phenomena having 
qualities of great height, vastness, or power, which cause an intense emo-
tional response characterized by feelings of being overwhelmed and feeling 
somewhat anxious; yet ultimately the experience is exciting and pleasur-
able. This constitutes what she calls the original sense of the sublime. She 
considers whether artworks can be sublime in this more original sense. In 
line with a controversial position articulated by Uygar Abaci with regard 
to the Kantian sublime, she argues that the sublime in art is derivative or 
secondary.12 Although artworks can depict, convey, and express the sublime, 
they cannot themselves be sublime. Brady considers a range of cases but, 
notably, acknowledges that there are exceptions to her claim that only nature 
can be sublime in an original sense: some works of land art and architecture.
 Chapter 6 addresses the sublime and tragedy and uses the much- discussed 
“paradox of tragedy” (that is, why would sane people deliberately arrange 
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to have ostensibly painful experiences, and why do spectators get pleasure 
from terrible events portrayed in tragedy?) to formulate and solve a parallel 
“paradox of the sublime.” The paradox of the sublime can be explained—
that is, explained away—only if theorists recognize that the unsettled 
appreciator of the sublime feels actual, if limited, fear, and acknowledge the 
complexity and value of the negative forms of aesthetic experience. The sev-
enth chapter compares and contrasts the sublime with grandeur, “terrible 
beauty,” and ugliness. Grandeur lacks the more negative pleasure of the 
sublime and is more positively valenced. The sublime is distinguished from 
terrible beauty and ugliness in that the sublime possesses greatness of scale 
and power. Brady argues for the value of these more difficult forms of aes-
thetic appreciation, pointing out how they expand and enrich our aesthetic 
interactions through uneasy yet meaningful relationships with the natural 
world. In the final chapter, she considers the sublime’s relevance to discus-
sions about the natural environment, exploring the role of the sublime in 
linking aesthetic and moral value in relation to environmental ethics. She 
develops an “environmental” (“natural”) sublime and defends this aesthetic 
concept against a number of counterarguments, namely, that it is outmoded, 
metaphysically suspect, and/or anthropocentric. This challenging yet excit-
ing form of aesthetic appreciation, she holds, is deeply comparative, and 
appreciators feel humbled by the greatness of nature rather than masterful 
over it. The admiration felt by appreciators of nature’s scale and power, and 
their perspectival shift of self, can feed into new forms of self- knowledge 
and potentially ground moral attitudes toward nature.

Natural and Artistic Sublimity

Although I have some minor quibbles with Brady’s interpretation of Kant,13 
I will first turn to the possibility of the artistic sublime since the question of 
how art could be sublime is controversial and nature plays such a prominent 
role in her book.
 First, I should note that I was puzzled about the status of Brady’s general 
claim that there is no artistic sublimity, given that she admits to exceptions to 
it. I think it would have been more accurate if she had consistently claimed 
that the sublime is typically or frequently, but not necessarily, a response to 
natural, environmental objects. Such a position strikes me as defensible.
 If land art is a kind of art (or artifact) and land art gives rise to the experi-
ences of the sublime, as Brady claims, then there can be artistic (artifactual) 
sublimity after all, as she implies.14 But one could think of other possibili-
ties. Consider Miroslaw Balka’s massive steel container, How It Is (2009), of 
which she writes, “In theory, this could be a sublime experience” (140). (But 
she does not call it a sublime experience, on the grounds that distractions 
such as other visitors and cell phones ruin the experience. Yet, surely these 
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can also block an experience of the natural sublime, and, if so, they should 
not count as a sufficient reason to reject artistic sublimity. Moreover, she 
claims that admitting teleological considerations (about the object’s purpose 
or use) into the aesthetic judgment (of architecture) would render the judg-
ment impure or adherent, but then admits that “it does not, however, follow 
from this that cases of the impure sublime are not sublime.”15 So then, it 
appears, certain works of architecture can be sublime after all.
 Brady’s method raises further questions. She writes that, in the eighteenth 
century, the sublime, along with other aesthetic concepts, “became a central 
category of aesthetic value in both nature and art” and that “some writ-
ers have taken poetry, painting, and music to be immediately sublime”;16 
but, despite her careful consideration of the aesthetic tradition, she empha-
sizes the sublime in nature. Brady’s method is to select “paradigm” cases 
of the sublime and thereby to give a list of typical features of the sublime: 
(apparent) formlessness, greatness or power, disorder and wildness, (the 
appreciator’s) physical vulnerability and affect, and a certain metaphysical 
or relational quality. The notion of formlessness has to be handled with care. 
Assuming that every object that we are able to experience has a spatiotem-
poral form, an experienced object cannot be formless, even if it can give the 
impression or appearance of being formless. To her credit, Brady is aware of 
this.17 But once we allow for that, it is no longer clear why artistic objects 
must be excluded from the set of objects that have apparent formlessness. A 
similar response can be made to the other features of the paradigmatic sub-
lime. Clearly a work of art can be sizeable, as skyscrapers, large sculptures, 
and land art demonstrate. Brady seems to recognize this, but calls works of 
art sublime only in a “secondary” or exceptional sense.18 Physical objects of 
art can have a kind of “planned” or intentional disorder or apparent wild-
ness, though, of course, they cannot be wild the way natural objects can be. 
To make literal wildness (similarly for scale and power) one of the sublime’s 
paradigmatic features is to rule out poetry and music. However, the exclu-
sion of poetry should be made with caution if one is using the sublime’s his-
tory to inform a contemporary account. In the aesthetic tradition, Milton’s 
poetry, above all Paradise Lost, was a paradigm catalyst of sublimity, espe-
cially in the period from which Brady draws.19 Moreover, Brady devotes 
several pages to the sublime in Wordsworth, whose poetry presumably does 
not merely contain poetic descriptions of natural objects that Wordsworth 
considered sublime but that could, in principle, also evoke the sublime 
experience through an appreciator’s imaginative activity. Similarly, some 
art works can create a sense of vulnerability, especially ones that are mas-
sive or sizable or would expose viewers to a physical threat—say, by hav-
ing the appreciator walk from a great height, looking down below (or the 
inverse, as with skyscrapers). It does not seem accurate to restrict the notion 
of “environing” to natural environments alone. (And how about “interac-
tive” art? One might object that Brady risks taking too limited a view of 
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artistic possibilities.) It strikes me as evident that works of art can elicit sub-
lime affects and emotions; several eighteenth- century theorists thought that 
poetry and music, tragic plays, and architecture could be sublime since they 
elicited these emotions. Finally, art could evoke the metaphysical aspect of the 
sublime, inciting appreciators to think of their relations not, of course, (ex 
hypothesi) to nature but instead to a larger whole, at the very least as part of a 
larger community of appreciators/creators and as members of an art world. 
The actual practices of art communities, which are quite comfortable with 
the notion that art can be sublime, are significant and to be accounted for 
here. In short, although Brady persuasively defends the view that imitative 
visual art representing sublime content cannot be sublime, there may be other 
ways the various arts (not just visual art) could evoke the sublime, especially 
if the production and appreciation of art were freed from the beaux arts tra-
dition’s emphasis on mimesis and imitation,20 as well as unconstrained by 
the view that art should embellish and beautify.
 A skeptic might accuse Brady’s method of determining what counts as 
capable of evoking sublimity (what counts as sublime) of selective sam-
pling, choosing objects with features that artworks are less likely to have. 
She examines the sublime’s paradigm cases “as developed in aesthetic the-
ory in the past,”21 but one wonders how her proposal would be modified if 
she had taken another theorist (for example, Schiller) as her main inspiration 
rather than Kant, whose examples are typically from nature. A skeptic might 
have the feeling that she was playing down the artistic sublime whenever 
it arose. Without going into detail here, I mention not only Gerard (who 
thought art could be properly sublime through association) and Kames 
(who considers gardens, the pyramids, and poetry),22 but also Burke (who, 
while not focusing on art, thought poetry could have a greater sublime effect 
than nature or the other arts23), Mendelssohn, Schiller, Schopenhauer (who, 
in §37 of The World as Will and Representation, maintains that aesthetic plea-
sure is the same whether evoked by an artwork or by the contemplation of 
nature), and even the Longinian tradition. She does discuss these thinkers, 
noting, for instance, that Schiller’s aesthetic theory emphasizes the role of 
art in achieving human freedom,24 but her analysis persistently underscores 
nature. But I wonder if it was necessary, despite her “environmental” aims, 
to do so.
 If she had focused more on appreciator responses (sublime emotions, 
imaginative activity, the “passions”), in addition to the qualities of objects, 
it would have opened up more space for the sublime in art. She implicitly 
recognizes this when she turns to art in her explanation of the paradox of the 
sublime:

It might be objected that my claims [appealing to artistically induced 
emotions] . . . undermine my efforts . . . to distinguish between the 
original sublime in nature and the derivative sublime in art. . . . [Yet] I 
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did not deny that intense emotions could be felt in both nature and art 
cases. My argument for distinguishing the two rested on claims about 
the failure of art to deliver the distinctive combination of qualities and 
response we find in the original sublime.25

But formulating the “distinctive combination” the way she does arguably 
dismisses art and artifact too quickly. A skeptic might find the notion of 
being “derivative” problematic, too. Brady’s view of how the artistic sub-
lime derives from nature appears to be twofold: certain artworks/artifacts 
(especially land art) can profit from being set in a natural environment or 
“environing” site; and, most significantly, “the closer something comes to 
presenting the actual qualities of sublime nature [size, force, and so forth] 
. . . the more promising it becomes as a case of the artistic sublime.”26 But 
an opponent might accuse the latter move of begging the question and/or 
overlooking some of the historical record. As she notes, in the aesthetic tra-
dition, the sublime was also to be found in religious ideas, moral character 
or acts, and other nonmaterial objects or events; though I am not recom-
mending we do so, an unconvinced reader may wish to take some of these 
as paradigmatic or at least to focus on these more than Brady does. The dif-
ficult question that this raises—which must remain unsettled here—is how 
to use the aesthetic tradition and its examples.
 Turning to Kant, I agree that, in the paradigmatic Kantian case, a natural 
object plays an important causal role in the experience. However, Kant’s 
attributing true sublimity to the mind or manner of thinking (for example, 
CPJ 5:280) seems to be an obstacle to using him to develop and defend the 
natural sublime. She admits this: Kant “settles on the mind and reason’s 
ability to supply an idea of the infinite as that which is properly called sub-
lime.”27 But if that is right, at least as Kant interpretation, then neither art 
nor nature can be genuinely sublime for Kant, as I noted in my response 
to Abaci.28 Kant’s position conflicts with Brady’s overall argument: “[M]y 
views will also contrast with interpretations of Kant that stress the men-
tal character of the sublime.” But the issue goes beyond Kant interpreta-
tion. Indicative of her tendency to accentuate nature is a parse on Baillie, 
who claims that an “object can only be justly called sublime, which in some 
degrees disposes the mind to this enlargement of itself.” This sounds just like 
that aspect of Kant’s position Brady renounces, the one that emphasizes self- 
admiration. Yet Brady reads Baillie here as giving “increased emphasis” on 
the natural world. In my view, the quoted passage indubitably supports a 
self- admiration reading. I am not suggesting we defend the latter, but some 
of her readings seem to be more reconstructive than she recognizes.29

 Finally, the possibilities that film offers merit consideration. Filmic art 
may be capable of functioning in ways similar to the naturally sublime 
object, in particular when it comes to eliciting a sense of vulnerability and 
affect and having apparent formlessness, power, scale, and disorder. Brady 
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concedes some of this: “[A] well- executed film of a tornado scene will be 
thrilling, especially on a huge IMAX screen” and “a 3- D version of a disaster 
film can probably capture some of the visual characteristics of an environ-
mental experience of the real thing . . . but the two experiences will still be 
rather different.”30 Yet her reasons for rejecting the possibility of the sublime 
in film could be accused of unnecessarily raising the bar for this medium. 
First, a film will lack, by nature of being a film, the place- based appreciation 
of the real thing, so it may be unfair or even question- begging to make the 
latter a criterion. It may be true that films typically lack the multisensory 
appreciation of the real object/event. Yet even here it is worth observing that 
there are 4- D films, and other varieties of film media are imaginable. Finally, 
claiming that the two experiences will be rather “different” does not really 
resolve the matter.
 In fact, a filmgoer could sometimes be in an even better position to expe-
rience the sublime than an appreciator of the real event (tornado), since a 
filmgoer who is seated in a cinema or room will not be as likely to feel the 
kind of intense fear that blocks sublimity. Moreover, some films might be 
better equipped than nature to evoke the sublime. They could draw on more 
traditional shooting and editing techniques to create scenes that cannot be 
experienced in ordinary life with one’s eyes and ears. More importantly, 
they could also make use of the latest technologies. Drones could be sent 
up into a storm or tornado for filming. CGI could be used to create stunning 
special effects that surpass the powers or magnitudes of nature, as many 
disaster films reveal.

Adherent Sublimity

I now turn to the notion of “adherent” (= dependent, impure) sublimity, 
which I characterize in order to contribute to and help resolve a debate 
between Brady and “scientific cognitivists” concerning the aesthetic appre-
ciation of nature. Scientific cognitivism holds that scientific knowledge is 
necessary for aesthetic appreciation, that is, that we need knowledge of sci-
ences such as geology, biology, and ecology in order to engage in appropri-
ate aesthetic responses to nature’s actual aesthetic properties.
 While the free/adherent distinction is typically used with respect to 
judgments of beauty, I think it would be useful to distinguish two kinds 
of judgments of sublimity in similar fashion.31 Kant himself suggests this 
distinction when giving “examples” (CPJ 5:272, 270) of pure aesthetic judg-
ments—note that his emphasis on the “pure” may be partly due to his hav-
ing pedagogical or expository goals. He explains that he is seeking a pure 
aesthetic judgment of the mathematical sublime, not “in products of art . . . 
where a human end determines the form as well as the magnitude . . . nor 
in natural things whose concept already brings with it a determinate end . . . 
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but rather in raw nature . . . merely insofar as it contains magnitude” (CPJ 
5:252–53). Kant implies that we can view both the starry heavens and the 
ocean in free judgments (based on the object’s appearance in “immediate 
intuition”) as well as in partly teleological (that is, adherent) judgments; the 
latter takes, for example, “the sight of the ocean as we think it” or the ocean 
as containing a wide realm of organisms (one could say, how it really is), 
rather than how it merely strikes the eye (as a “clear watery mirror”) (CPJ 
5:270; compare 279). Although, to my knowledge, no one else has provided 
a detailed account of adherent sublimity or applied it to contemporary prob-
lems, the general topic has been a matter of some controversy,32 with, for 
example, Paul Guyer changing his mind on the issue.33

 In an adherent judgment of the sublime, the appreciator would contem-
plate the object under a concept or set of concepts such as its place in the eco-
system or its natural history. The aesthetic appraiser would apply a concept to 
the object and bring in “background knowledge,” understanding or knowing 
the object while at the same time appreciating it aesthetically, and doing so in 
a way that differs from what happens in the case of Kantian “free” sublim-
ity. In Kant’s account, the concept in question is technically a concept of the 
object’s presumed purpose or end, but I would expand this to encompass, in 
addition, understanding and knowledge of nature generally, including scien-
tific and historical knowledge. It would involve viewing the object in a certain 
way, namely, seeing it as it really is, say, as described by the latest scientific 
theories. Moreover, adherent sublimity would not be a less valuable or dimin-
ished kind of sublimity, just as adherent beauty is not a lesser kind of beauty.
 The crucial feature of adherent judgment is the incorporation of a concept 
of the object—not that the object is artifactual rather than natural. The free/
adherent distinction cuts across the nature/art divide. As with beauty, with 
sublimity it would be technically incorrect to say that “free” judgments must 
be elicited by nature and “adherent” judgments by art,34 even if most judg-
ments concerning art probably would take into account the intentions of the 
creator(s), the work’s place in art history, genre, and other knowable facts. 
Moreover, one and the same object could be judged either “freely” or in terms 
of conceptual- intellectual components; hence, we could engage with nature 
in different ways and have both kinds of aesthetic appreciation of nature.
 My proposal for adherent and free sublimity might help Brady resolve a 
disagreement with the scientific cognitivists35 and like- minded interpreters 
who imply that the judgments of the sublime must draw on background 
knowledge of nature or have a cognitive or intellectual basis. On my account, 
such a judgment would be an adherent judgment of sublimity, still com-
patible with—indeed partly based on—an aesthetic feeling or experience. 
The point here is not so much that the appreciator acquires new beliefs (for 
example, about nature) as that her judgment is based on truths or histories 
that she knows or believes to be true. The appreciator of adherent sublimity 
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would appreciate nature as it is and on its own terms, in light of facts known 
or believed about the object of contemplation. Note that these are not facts 
about the subject (its power, freedom) but, as Guyer noticed (see note 33), 
about the object considered. If the foregoing is plausible, some judgments of 
the sublime could be said to have a significant intellectual component, with-
out turning the sublime into either wonder or a desire to know (which Brady 
understandably wishes to avoid). Though Brady notes that “knowledge can 
have some role to play insofar as it may be part of the cognitive stock that 
any appreciator might have when beholding”36 (for example,) the Grand 
Canyon, she immediately adds that “scientific knowledge need not form the 
basis” of sublime judgments. I would also add: true, but it may form a basis. 
In an adherent judgment, knowledge (for example, the canyon’s natural his-
tory, ecosystem, and so forth) would form only a partial basis of the judg-
ment; feeling would form another key element. Since adherent judgment 
is, after all, still a species of aesthetic judgment, there would be, in addition 
to a more intellectual consideration of nature (and perhaps our relation to 
it), an intense emotional response, free aesthetic appreciation, perceptual 
apprehension, and imaginative activity.37 One could say that the scientific 
knowledge “enhances” the free aesthetic appreciation of nature; adherent 
sublimity need not be considered a diminished form of aesthetic experience. 
Finally, what I am proposing is not a form of scientific cognitivism per se but 
accounts for an element I find to be plausible within it.

Ethics and the Environmental Sublime

I hope that my earlier comments on artistic sublimity are not read as a repu-
diation of Brady’s general emphasis on nature. Moreover, Brady is right that 
most of Kant’s examples of the sublime come from nature rather than art, 
even if, as she also notes, he offers some artistic or architectural examples. 
Furthermore, seeing the role of the natural sublime in Kant’s philosophical 
system is important for understanding the third Critique generally.38 Putting 
aside for a moment Kant’s doctrine of subreption, consider his remarks on 
nature: “Nature is thus sublime in those of its appearances the intuition of 
which brings with them the idea of its infinity” (CPJ 5:255); “Nature con-
sidered in aesthetic judgment as a power that has no dominion over us is 
dynamically sublime” (CPJ 5:260; my emphases).
 One outcome of Brady’s “relational” theory of the sublime concerns how 
we would treat nature. “The admiration we feel in the sublime . . . can . . . 
potentially ground respect for nature, not in spite of, but very much because 
of nature’s irresistible scale and power.”39 Though I have much sympathy 
for her argument,40 there is a limit to the extent to which we can make use 
of Kant’s ethics and philosophy of nature to defend the view that we have 
duties toward nature. Well aware of this problem, Brady writes that we 
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“admire” nature and treat nature “as if” it deserved moral consideration.41 
Should we go further than this? On her relational account, aesthetic experi-
ences of the sublime can lead to our moral development as the experienc-
ing selves better understand their relationships to the natural environments. 
The aesthetic engagement with the natural sublime engenders an aesthetic- 
moral relationship that can prepare the way for, potentially ground, or 
partly support our moral attitudes toward the natural environments.42 This 
is just fine, but it would have been welcome if her book, with ethics in the 
subtitle and a concluding section called “The Sublime and Environmental 
Ethics,” contained more concrete claims about our actual duties toward 
nature, direct or indirect. What ought admirers of nature do?

Universality and Culture

Finally, I pose an admittedly difficult question: What is the role of culture 
in the sublime, or to what extent is the experience of the sublime culturally 
dependent? Some of Brady’s discussion of historical figures (for example, 
Alison) suggested sympathy for the view that culture shapes our experi-
ences of the sublime or even makes some of them possible. Yet in the book’s 
second part, Brady gives the impression that she is adopting a more uni-
versalist approach: we can “posit a community of sentiment with respect 
to sublime appreciation”; the sublime “is not a subjective experience, but 
one that we can imagine many people sharing.” She wants to avoid relativ-
izing the experience or making it a matter of the appreciator’s psychologi-
cal makeup or history, or a matter of past cultural tastes (for, say, the once 
remote wilderness). Yet she emphasizes contexts and our relation to the nat-
ural environments as “places” having unique histories and narratives.43 As 
Alison indicated, having in mind the local story of a woman flinging herself 
into a deep chasm gives the scene greater effect, and knowing that Hannibal 
marched over the Alps makes them appear more sublime by association. It 
would have been nice to have more clarity on this thorny and broader philo-
sophical issue. Is the sublime a theoretical construct, and, if not, what further 
arguments can we give to show this? Or, more precisely, are the sublime’s 
poetic- narrative descriptions, and its second- order aesthetic theories, cultur-
ally dependent (social constructs, perhaps accompanied by shifting notions 
about the landscape), but not the feeling and experience of the sublime?
 Kant emphasizes that the sublime is not a mere matter of convention. He 
clearly does not care to list or determine which individuals or societies make 
or made judgments of sublimity. In the CPJ, Kant adopts a normative rather 
than empirical approach, just as one would expect in a Critique. The sub-
lime’s normativity is grounded in morality, that is, in practical reason. The 
development of moral feeling is required if we are to “demand” (require, not 
expect) agreement with our judgment of sublimity (CPJ 5:265–66). Hence, 
Kant later writes, “I can still require even that satisfaction [of the sublime] 
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of everyone, but only by means of the moral law, which for its part is in turn 
grounded on concepts of reason” (CPJ 5:292). Since morality is required of 
all human beings, even the “unrefined” person ought to assent to the judg-
ment of the sublime in nature; if he does not, we say that he lacks “feeling.” 
All human (hence, finite rational) beings who, moreover, meet the necessary 
conditions of making a pure aesthetic judgment of sublimity (for example, 
proper mood, appropriate perspective and distance, safety, limited distrac-
tions) can, Kant inferred (rightly or wrongly), be legitimately required to 
agree with an appreciator’s judgment of the sublime. Though without fol-
lowing Kant’s peculiar grounding of the sublime in morality, Brady appears 
to think that the sublime is necessary in a broadly Kantian sense of norma-
tivity—perhaps it suffices to be a functional, cognitively and emotionally 
developed, mature human being with all that this entails, including joy and 
suffering; pleasure and anxiety; reason and imagination; finitude; mortality; 
and an awareness of all that.44

 According to psychologist Vladimir Konečni, the sublime is a pancul-
tural, primordial response common to human beings.45 Brady restricts the 
scope of her discussion to the Western European context (understandably, 
given space limitations): “I will not address how the sublime has been 
configured or reconfigured within comparative aesthetics, for example, in 
Asian and South Asian traditions.” But in referring here to a “very interest-
ing cross- cultural study of the sublime,” she gives the impression that these 
other cultures have the concept of the sublime or something analogous to it, 
in agreement with Konečni. She describes her aim as to show that “there is 
something we can call a contemporary experience of the sublime, where we 
are confronted not with some social construction.” Yet she later claims that 
the sublime is not an important concept in Japanese and Chinese aesthetics 
(and more examples could be found easily).46 But this is evidence for the 
“social construct” position. In the end, therefore, I found it difficult to iden-
tify and assess her position on this topic.
 This leads to a final thought about subject/object dualism. She points 
out that, in Japanese and Chinese thought, “the subject/object dualism of 
Kant and other Western thinkers is destabilized.”47 A contemporary theorist 
in the post- Heideggerian tradition might urge us to move beyond the dis-
tinction between the subject (or “self,” Brady’s preferred term) and object, a 
distinction that characterizes modern philosophy and is still found in much 
contemporary anglophone theorizing. Is it possible to offer a theory of the 
sublime without referring to subjects and objects, and should we?48 Perhaps, 
even if avoidance were possible, there would be compelling reasons to con-
tinue to employ the concepts of the self or subject. In any case, her remarks 
in the book’s final pages suggest that these issues in comparative aesthetics 
can be further clarified and explored.
 In conclusion, Brady’s persuasively argues that one can propose and 
defend a theory of the sublime that meets some crucial objections—that it 
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is outmoded, anthropocentric, self- regarding, and/or metaphysically over-
laden. The sublime’s vast and influential history already makes it worthy of 
study. In addition, if most human beings sometimes experience something 
like the sublime (call it what you will), and, if, as Brady notes, the “more 
difficult” aesthetic responses including the sublime “have significance” for 
us,49 the sublime deserves a proper account. It merits the careful attention 
Emily Brady gives it. I therefore hope that these reflections will incite her 
and other theorists to continue to develop these and related ideas.

Robert R. Clewis

Gwynedd Mercy University
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