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The attribution and perception of beauty in the phenomena of
existence have consistently been one of the most intriguing and
challenging subjects throughout the history of human intellectual
thought. Philosophizing, with its diverse tools and approaches, has
been and remains one of the primary avenues for addressing this
issue. Among the philosophers who have made significant
contributions to the study of beauty, its essence, and its underlying
causes, Immanuel Kant stands out. His notion of "disinterested
pleasure" in encountering the beautiful, elaborated in Critique of
Judgment, is one of his most profound philosophical reflections. In
recent decades, the accelerated growth of empirical sciences,
particularly neuroscience, has led scientists to explore scientific
understandings of shared topics between the humanities, arts, and
their own disciplines—including beauty and the pleasure it evokes.
Their research has yielded notable findings, which, alongside
observed parallels, have facilitated interdisciplinary studies bridging
philosophy and cognitive sciences. This essay presents a descriptive
and analytical examination of Kantian disinterested aesthetic pleasure
and the explanations offered by cognitive sciences. The study reveals
that despite the complexity of this relationship, the distinction
between "wanting" and "liking" within the brain’s reward system
enables the possibility of disinterested pleasure in the Kantian sense
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: ‘Disinterestedness’ is a fundamental condition that
distinguishes the aesthetic perspective from other common
perspectives and aesthetic pleasure from other types of pleasure.
Therefore, "disinterested pleasure" marks a turning point in the history
of aesthetics. This concept has been defined in various ways. Its
common meaning refers to the absence of prejudice and impartiality in
judgment, particularly in the aesthetic realm, where it signifies a lack
of interest in the practical applications of a beautiful object. That is,
the object itself must be the subject of contemplation, and perceptual
experience should be considered solely for its own sake, rather than
for any other functional benefits it may provide in life.

Although "disinterested pleasure" in aesthetics is closely associated
with the German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), its origins
date back further. The trajectory of Kantian aesthetic pleasure can be
traced back to Plato and Aristotle, continuing through the medieval
thought of Aquinas and later through philosophers such as
Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Hume, Mendelssohn, Burke, and others.

In recent decades, cognitive sciences, which investigate human
cognition through the study of the brain and nervous systems, have
seen significant growth. Their findings have extended to various
fields, including the humanities and the arts. Aesthetics is one of the
areas where cognitive sciences have had a profound impact, gaining
recognition in the philosophy of art. In Iran, some translations and
studies in this field have been published, yet none have examined
Kant’s aesthetic pleasure (disinterested pleasure) alongside cognitive
sciences.

Methods: This study first elucidates Kantian disinterested aesthetic
pleasure through a careful reading and analysis of Kant's works—
especially Critique of Judgment—as well as the interpretations of
Kant scholars such as Robert Wicks, Nick Zangwill, and Christian
Helmut Wenzel. It then explores the feasibility of this
disinterestedness within cognitive sciences, based on the latest
research and findings, including the works of Kent C. Berridge (a
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researcher and professor of neuropsychology and neuroscience),
Morten L. Kringelbach (co-author of The Pleasures of the Brain),
James Olds, Peter Milner, and Martin Skov, employing a descriptive-
analytical approach.

Results: Kant asserts that there is an aesthetic ought that all human
beings share, enabling them to derive pleasure from beauty. Beauty
and perfection are two independent concepts. If a judgment of beauty
is influenced by even the slightest personal interest, it becomes biased,
and no prior judgment should favor the existence of an object. It
would be erroneous to say, "This object is beautiful"; rather, one
should say, "This object is pleasurable to me." A person must feel
pleasure in experiencing an object in the moment before making a
judgment about its beauty.

We can find objects that are purposive in their form, even if we
have assigned a specific purpose to them. The harmony within the
form of the object itself creates a kind of harmony in our cognitive
faculties and our contemplation of that object—this harmony, in turn,
generates the pleasure we experience when we perceive beauty.
Beauty is something that is understood as an object of necessary
pleasure or delight without the mediation of any concept. The
beautiful necessarily implies a sense of gratification. Beauty is
immediately pleasing.

One field that seeks to understand the biological processing of
beauty and art in the human mind and brain—alongside philosophical
inquiry—is neuroaesthetics. Through qualitative observations and
hypothesis-driven quantitative experiments, neuroaesthetics advances
our comprehension of these processes.

Neuroscientific evidence indicates that aesthetic perception
involves a holistic system that evaluates the hedonic value of sensory
objects, focusing on the brain’s reward system. Neuroscientific
research suggests that hedonic values are not determined solely by the
intrinsic features of an object but are influenced by various external
factors that modulate perception. Furthermore, aesthetic values result
from the interaction of multiple brain systems, including perceptual,



cognitive, and reward processes.

The brain’s reward system exhibits an internal flexibility in which
cognitive and pleasure-related systems interact and regulate each
other. Dopamine plays a crucial role in reward perception in the brain,
but it is more involved in generating "motivation" for seeking further
rewards than in the pleasure derived from rewards. In other words,
dopamine is primarily responsible for the sense of "wanting" rather
than "liking"'.

"Liking" refers to the pleasure we derive from certain objects,
whereas "wanting" signifies our desire for them. We want what we
like, and we like what we want. Pleasure can be considered one of the
most fundamental codes of evolution.

Conclusion: In analyzing and explaining human pleasure in literary
and artistic works—specifically the processes of seeking, satisfying
desires, wanting, and liking—the same mechanisms occur as in
everyday human life. This pleasure arises from "wanting," which, in
turn, stems from "liking." Under this interpretation, when we approach
a literary or artistic work that exists independently in the three-
dimensional external world, we do not expect to act upon it; rather, we
seek to simply enjoy it. At the same time, we recognize that objects
elicit a sense of liking when they trigger a positive emotional
response.

From this perspective, the cognitive reading presented here
resonates with Kant's notion of disinterested aesthetic pleasure,
emphasizing its independence from personal interests, its universality
and communicability, its general acceptability, and its focus on form
and internal harmony rather than function or content.
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