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Why beauty? City, Rituals and Empty Signs 
 
In discussions about the urban context and everyday life, beauty is a contested concept. Whenever 
one tries to pin it down, beauty evades definition. And yet we cannot do without it. Immanuel 
Kant was probably the first to avoid defining the undefinable but nevertheless named four 
characteristics of beauty: beauty is that which cannot be reduced to a concept (begrifflos), it is 
not connected to any interest (interesselos), and it is universal (allgemein) and necessary 
(notwendig). For Kant, beauty was a matter of individual contemplation. Contemplation means – 
without words and interest – the immersion of the individual observer in a beautiful work of art, 
for example a beautiful painting or a church facade or an urban square. After Kant, later 
generations dissolved the individual contemplation and generalized it. Behind the experience of 
contemplation now emerged the experience of ritualization, although, no doubt, it was somehow 
already inherent in Kant’s conception of the universal and necessary nature of beauty. And today 
we would term Kant’s conceptlessness as empty sign or simulacrum. The empty sign and 
simulacrum are the prerequisite of ritual. Art and beauty are ritual. In the seminar, we will discuss 
the nexus of beauty and ritualization and the empty sign or simulacrum as a prerequisite for ritual. 
For this purpose it will be necessary to take a look not only at Kant’s Critique of aesthetic 
judgement, but also at the rituals in antiquity and our own time, modern architecture and Japan 
and her gardens. One might say: If only Kant had known more about Japan! 
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