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Abstract

On Adorno’s Concept of Sublime

in Aesthetic Theory

Areum Lee

Department of Aesthetics
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This thesis aims to analyze the concept of the sublime in Theodor
W. Adorno, and to examine his aesthetics based on the concept of the
sublime. For Adorno, artwork has the potential to reveal the
contradictions inherent in modern society and to imagine a better
world. This research attempts to examine the concept of the sublime as
an experience of a true work of art, and argue that such an

understanding is integral to Adorno's aesthetic theory.

According to Adorno, the prevailing social discord is not a
specifically modern phenomenon, but a result of the domination of
nature that has continued throughout the human civilization. In this
regard, he highlights fear (shudder), an emotion of the primitive nature,

which underlies the project of enlightenment. This emotion stimulates a
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sense of self—preservation, which leads to the domination of nature,
while being a direct experience with the other. Adorno argues that a
shudder, a reminder of a relationship that does not subsume the other,
should be brought back to memory. However, in the modern era,
where natural domination has progressed, there is no place for one to
feel the shudder of the past. Thus, Adorno presents the realm of

aesthetics as the final refuge that preserves the shudder.

Adorno adopts the immanent critique as his methodology to identify
the contradictions of a concept and gives it new meanings in regards to
the modern experiences. This article analyzes the process in which
Adorno immanently criticizes and transforms Kant's concept of the
sublime. Said method of critique is inherently historical. According to
Adorno, the sublime is a fluid and period—specific concept. For Kant,
the sublime is the feeling of the inner capacity when a human being is
free in the face of overwhelming power. From Adorno's point of view,
this determination derived from a specific historical situation of the 18th
century. The sublime required today is not a conviction of humanity,
but an experience of negativeness that can reveal its vulnerability and
confront the domination. Therefore, he proposes self-reflection to
overthrow the concept of the sublime that centers around the idea of
enhancement. This is achieved through the mediation of the synthesis
process of consciousness, which is also a means of domination of
nature. In other words, for Adorno, the sublime is an experience of

resisting domination through means of domination.

Furthermore, Adorno attributes the experience of the sublime to
artworks. Isolated from the dominant principles, artworks occupies a

special position in the society, and thus resists prevailing system.
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Adorno’s idea of a genuine artwork does not suppress non-identical,
while presenting its own autonomy as a comprehensive unity. Since
such works of art exist in a way that does not conform to the system
of empirical reality, the experience of them puts pressure on us to
restructure the preexisting the empirical system. Here, the structure of
the work of art follows the principle of the sublime that resists the
dominant system through synthesis. In addition, the experience of a true
work of art requires a linguistic interpretation that reaches out to the
expression of the others that the work embodies. Such a process
realizes the artwork together rather than reducing the meaning of the
work to the language of reason. In other words, as an experience of a
true work of art, the sublime is a way to establish a relationship with
the non—identical without suppressing it. Moreover, the experience of
the sublime is an attempt to save those who are marginalized in the era
of domination, and an attitude that a recipient of true artworks should

have.

keywords : Adorno, Kant, Sublime, Artwork, Shudder, Reconciliation
Student Number : 2015-22475
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