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The objectivity of subjectivity
A note on Kant and modern art
By Bente Larsen

I

n Aesthetic Theory, Theodor W. Adorno writes:
Kant was the first to achieve the insight, never since
forgotten, that aesthetic comportment is free from
immediate desire; he snatched art away from that
avaricious philistinism that always wants to touch
it and taste it. (Adorno 1997, 10)

What the citation reflects is how Adorno share with Kant
a rejection of art as ‘agreeable’, that is, objects designed
with a view to producing the sensation of pleasure in the
spectator. Unlike the ‘agreeable art’ a work of fine art, according to Kant, is produced to form not only pleasure
but also reflection, or modes of cognition, a free play of
the cognitive faculties of imagination and understanding
that is determined by an object with no external end or
means. In relation to this, Adorno (1997, 510) emphasizes
that Kant’s third Critique – the Critique of the Power of
Judgment (1790) – most compellingly expresses the dilemma of aesthetics, which “appears immanently in the fact
that it can be constituted neither from above nor from
below, neither from concepts nor from aconceptual experience.” These aporetic aspects of the third Critique are
singled out for praise in Aesthetic Theory, where Adorno
(1997, 163) states that “Kant envisioned a subjectively
mediated but objective aesthetics.”
It is in line with this, that Ross Wilson (2008, 66) in
an article on Adorno’s Kantian Rettung argues, that instead
of defining Kant’s philosophy as subjectivist, “Kant’s intention is better characterized by its attempt to rescue or
salvage objectivity by way of the subject.”
This is convincingly argued for in Thierry de Duve’s
essay on Kant and modern art “Resisting Adorno,
Revamping Kant” (2010). In this essay, de Duve claims
that in contradistinction to Hegel, Kant’s aesthetics al68

lows for the thing-in-itself to rest, opening not only for
the importance of the object quality of the art object, but
also for the importance and relevance of autonomy in relation to modern art in particular. An expression of this is
the Kantian emphasis on the aesthetic judgement as not
being dependent on a beautiful object: “Only one kind
of ugliness cannot be represented in a way adequate to
nature without destroying all aesthetic satisfaction, hence
beauty in art, namely, that which arouses loathing” (de
Duve 2010, 263). According to de Duve, this opens for
a discussion of Kant’s aesthetic judgement as including a
relation between pleasure and displeasure, or a relation
between beauty and ugliness. An important claim made
by de Duve is that, psychologically speaking, pleasure is
definitely a positive feeling to Kant, at the same time as he
emphasizes that displeasure or negative pleasure also
... is a positive sensation, in the sense that it is positively a sensation rather than the cancellation of
sensation it would be if negative pleasure had been
a mere contradiction in terms … If the positiveness
of negative pleasure is read into the Analytic, as I
am convinced, then to say that ugliness negates the
harmony of the faculties is not enough; ugliness
positively generates the conflict of the faculties. (de
Duve 2010, 266)
Seeing in Kant’s text a negativity or a pain, and emphasizing the need to have it brought to the surface de Duve
introduces the word ‘empathy’ as the gesture of willingness
to share someone else’s pain: “Pain, not pleasure, is the
only sure sign indicating that all human beings must be
endowed with sensus communis” (de Duve 2010, 271).
In opening up empathy as sensus communis de Duve
also opens up the relevance of Kant’s Critique in relation
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to what Adorno would call authentic modern art in which
the beauty and harmony of classical art is emphatically absent. In his emphasis on the Kantian critique not being depended on a beautiful object, de Duve introduces pathos
as the aesthetic bond that unites the human species and to
which modern art, in its rejection of beauty and harmony,
opens. Essential here is also Adorno’s claim that expression
in modernity is scarcely to be conceived except as the expression of suffering. It is thus in accordance with Adorno
that de Duve (2010, 271) claims pain to be central as an
active and positive force of negation making pleasure difficult or impossible. This forms the background to de Duve’s
claim (2010, 290) that Kant transferred the beautiful in
nature to the domain of art, replacing the pure aesthetic
judgement being “This artifact is art” with “This fruit of

nature is beautiful”. And in Kant after Duchamp de Duve
(1999) observes Duchamp to be a modernist artist making
the logic of modernist art practice into the subject matter
of his work, formulating a replacement of a shift in aesthetic judgment from the classical “this is beautiful” with
“this is art” replacing the word “beauty” by the word “art”.
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