Hekmat va Falsafeh
Vol. 20, No.79, Autumn 2024, Pp 33-60

wph.atu.ac.ir
DIO: 10.22054/wph.2024.79431.2241

On the Dialectic of Nature and Art: Aesthetic
Experience in Adorno's Aesthetic Theory!

Phd student of Art Studies, Art University of

Sareh Amiri - Tehran, Tehran, Iran.
Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy
Amir Maziar of Art, Faculty of Art Theories and Studies,

Art University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran.

Abstract

Adorno argues that aesthetic experience is unique because, unlike the reified
experience of life within the social totality, it is free from domination. In contrast
to everyday experience, aesthetic experience allows the subject to engage with the
object in a non-instrumental, responsive manner, where the object is no longer
merely a means to an external purpose but the very end of the experience. Adorno
is not the first philosopher to characterize aesthetic experience as a free
appreciation of the object for its own sake. His original contribution, however, is
that he explains this openness or freedom to the object as an original, repressed
mode of relating to nature, thereby giving aesthetic experience critical and
political sianificance. In this paper, we aim to reconstruct this idea as it connects
to Adorno’s conception of aesthetic experience. To this end, we will first explain
the concept of aesthetic experience in Adorno’s framework, and situate it within
his broader notion of experience. This will clarify the distinctive character of
aesthetic experience. Then, in the sections ‘Aesthetic Experience of Nature’ and
‘Experience of Art,” we will explore the dialectical relation of art and nature with
regard to aesthetic experience. This will demonstrate how Adorno seeks to
integrate aesthetic formalism with social critique, preserving aesthetic autonomy
while assigning aesthetic experience a critical and transformative role.

1. Introduction

Adorno argues that aesthetic experience is unique because, unlike the
reified experience of life within the social totality, it is free from “the
compulsion of domination.” In contrast to everyday experience, which
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involves a pragmatic and goal-oriented perspective, aesthetic
experience allows the subject to engage with the object in a non-
instrumental, responsive manner. Here, the object is no longer merely a
means to an external purpose but the very end of the experience. Adorno
suggests that every work of art offers the experience of “the world once
again,” namely the world freed from immediate practical purposes or
from what he calls “the reality principle”.

Adorno is not alone in characterizing aesthetic experience in this
way. Many aestheticians', particularly following Kant, describe it as a
form of free appreciation of the object for its own sake. This tradition
aenerally defines aesthetic experience as a qualitatively distinctive state
in which the subject attends to an object detached from desires, needs,
and practical concerns. Adorno’s original contribution is that he
explains this openness or freedom to the object as an original, repressed
mode of relating to nature, thereby aiving aesthetic experience critical
and political sianificance. Adorno describes the aesthetic as a realm for
reclaiming “those impulses, forms of behavior, and feelings that
otherwise fall victim to the proaressive control over nature and to the
rationality that progresses together with it” (Adorno, 2018: 19).

In this paper, we aim to reconstruct Adorno’s thesis of “art as the
voice of nature” as it connects to his conception of aesthetic experience.
To this end, we will first explain the concept of aesthetic experience in
Adorno’s framework, and situate it within his broader notion of
experience. This will clarify the distinctive character of aesthetic
experience. Then, in the sections ‘Aesthetic Experience of Nature’ and
‘Experience of Art,” we will explore the dialectical relation of art and
nature with regard to aesthetic experience. This will demonstrate how
Adorno seeks to integrate aesthetic formalism with social critique,
preserving aesthetic autonomy while assigning aesthetic experience a
critical and transformative role.

2. Literature Review

Adorno developed his conception of aesthetic experience and the relationship
between nature and art in his Aesthetic Theory (1970). Accordingly, the
reconstruction of his thesis in this paper draws primarily on this book, along
with his lectures on aesthetics (1958-1959). Over the past two decades,
important studies have been written on Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, seeking to
explain Adorno's ideas within Kantian and Hegelian frameworks. Scholars
such as J. M. Bernstein, Espen Hammer, Peter Hohendahl, Owen Hulatt, and

1. Including classical analytic aestheticians such as Frank Sibley, Clive Bell, and
Edward Bullough.
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Lambert Zuidervaart have made notable contributions to this discourse. While
these philosophers have, in one way or another, addressed issues relevant to
this discussion, few have explicitly focused on the relationship between art
and nature. Notable exceptions include Hammer’s “The Beautiful and the
Sublime: An Aesthetics of Nature” and Heinz Paetzold’s “Adorno's Notion
of Natural Beauty: A Reconsideration.”

3. Conclusion

1. Adorno, drawing on Kant, views aesthetic experience as a form of
disinterested engagement that suspends the “reality principle.” This
principle subsumes the particular under the general, identifies objects
with specific concepts, and assigns meaning based on desires, needs,
and utilitarian purposes. In contrast, aesthetic experience relies on non-
identity. In aesthetic experience, the subject, without any desire to know
or manipulate, merely contemplates the object, finding itself in touch
with the configuration of that object. However, Adorno’s aesthetics,
influenced by Hegel, has an objective basis, meaning the nature of
beauty is not recognized solely from the perspective of its relationship
to subjects. Beauty is not merely formal or reducible to subjective
sensitivity; it is substantial, inherent in the matter itself. Given these
two poles, the aesthetic experience becomes an experience in which the
object presents itself independently of our wishes, needs, and external
uses. In other words, aesthetic experience involves seeing, hearing, and
perceiving the objects’ own language.

2. For Adorno, objects possess determinate independence. They are
irreducible particularities and manifest their non-identical aspect in
genuine experiences, where realizing the inadequacy of concepts calls
forth critical self-reflection. Under the domination of modern
rationality, such experience can only be found within the aesthetic
realm. By detaching from immediate desire and interest, aesthetic
experience reveals that sensuous particularity can hold intrinsic weight
and significance. It thus functions as a form of resistance against the
reified experience and the claim of self-authorizing mindedness.

3. Adorno sees a deep connection between natural beauty and art,
arguing that, in the realm of aesthetic experience, there is no radical
distinction between what is given by nature and what is created by
humans. The aesthetic experience of nature involves a dialectical
interplay of closeness and remoteness. As our interests and desires
recede, nature unveils its expressive, non-conceptual qualities, and we
recognize in it the content that stems from its self-sufficient nature.
However, this expressive content is not neutral. Rather it is the
sedimented result of historical experiences. On one hand, natural beauty
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points to an untamed state beyond the self-affirmation of the
autonomous subject. On the other hand, it depends on a framework of
control and mastery. In other words, nature can be appreciated
aesthetically only in a conquered state, through the perspective of the
dominant, autonomous subject. Consequently, the aesthetic experience
of nature vibrates between submission and resistance. Natural beauty
remains beyond us, yet it exists only for us.

4. Natural beauty has been incorporated into art as a language, and it is
only in this sense that we can understand the ambiguous and uncertain
character of art. The natural element of art is experienced in both the
processes of artistic creation and reception. The artist is not the sole
constituting agent of the artwork. Rather they are constrained by and
respond to the requirements and tendencies of the material itself. Similarly,
experiencing an artwork involves appreciating meaning as something
objective and irreducible to human intention or projection. Art’s natural
basis finds its fullest expression in modern art. Modern art is no longer
bound by societal requirements and external purposes. It reflects on the
inherent possibilities of its material and provides an experience of
‘meaningful particularity.” The particular asserts itself through the spirit
(the artistic form) and reveals its inconsistency with the concept. The
dissonant chords of modern music, the fragmentary narratives of modern
literature, the harsh color contrasts in modern painting, and more broadly
modern art’s indifference towards the audience and the artist, are the
manifestation of art’s self-realization and at the same time the voice of the
heterogeneous other—the remembrance of the suffering inflicted on
nature. Art, on its own terms, stands on the side of the victim.

5. In this way, Adorno manages to combine aesthetic formalism with
social and historical critique. He preserves aesthetic autonomy while
characterizing aesthetic experience as something serious rather than
neutral or merely pleasurable. Aesthetic experience is not simply the
harmonic experience of the sensually enjoyable. It is not meant to give
us something but to be an animating experience of contradiction and
self-limitation. Yet, it also brings pleasure and happiness: the pleasure
of discovering something other than the ordinary, something not yet
completely taken or domesticated, something like “fresh snow”.

Keywords: Autonomy, Aesthetic Experience, Aesthetic Theory,
Dialectic of Nature and Art.
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1. Sublime
y. Dynamic Sublime
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y. Mimesis
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v. Differentiation

v. Specificity
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v. Being overwhelmed

v. Dissonance
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