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The Sublime: A Re-Evaluation 

 
Paper Titles and Abstracts 
 
David Allinson (USYD) 
“The Fascist Sublime” 
 
This paper will be an analysis of Fascist art, architecture and iconography and what this can tell 
us about the political nature of the sublime. 
 
Rick Benitez (USYD) 
“Plato and Aristotle on the Sublime — The Classical Background.” 
 
Ancient Greek has no word that nicely overlaps with our concept of the sublime. Latin 
dictionaries give hupsêlos as the Greek equivalent, but that word, in aesthetic contexts, comes 
closer to meaning ‘elevated’ than sublime, and it was used more often in connection with literary 
style than with art or aesthetic experience. Plato rarely and Aristotle virtually never uses hupsêlos 
in aesthetic contexts.  If we are looking for equivalent concepts to the sublime in Plato and 
Aristotle, two different words hold some promise.  The first is spoudaion, literally ‘serious’. 
Halliwell, however, argues that in Aristotle’s Poetics this term should be translated as ‘elevated’. 
I shall argue that this is a mistranslation. Another term, thaumasion, ‘amazing’ or ‘wonderful’ 
comes closer to the sublime. Although it does not overlap perfectly, it has interesting connections 
to philosophical attitude. 
 
Eli Friedlander (Tel Aviv) 
“The Almost Sublime” 
 
The ‘Third Critique’ is famously conceived of as constituting a bridge between the realms of 
nature and freedom, whose principles are set in  the first two critiques. This idea of bridging 
between extremes is not only an overarching figure, but rather, I would argue, is at work in   
each and every aspect of the ‘Third Critique’. The mediating character of judgment is apparent in 
the splits and divisions that its field of play. It is mirrored in the very form of that book that, 
contrary to Kant’s other critiques, is divided into two separate parts - the aesthetic and the 
teleological. The more one investigates the nature of judgment the more those dualities, at once 
bridges and divisions, will appear to structure its fields of application. Indeed the ‘Critique of 
Aesthetic Judgment’ will be traversed by such dualities at various levels: The beautiful and the 
sublime, free and dependent beauty, ideal beauty and the pure judgment of taste, the genius and   
the judge of taste, natural beauty and the beauty of art. In the field of the aesthetic will also appear 
new forms of relating and separating subject and object, the objective and the subjective, 
cognition and will, the natural and the artificial, intuition and concept (and Idea), particular and 
universal, as well as individual and community. 

I will be concerned specifically in my talk with the duality internal to beauty that Kant 
characterizes by way of the distinction between free and dependent beauty. Moreover within this 
duality I will turn to the extremes, on the one hand the ideal of beauty, and on the other the beauty 
of colors. In those extremes beauty is brought to limits. That is, each of the extremes constitutes a 
problematic or limit case of beauty and they are construed as polar opposites. But, as I will argue, 
they are both, each in its way, cases in which beauty verges on the sublime. This is why I refer to 
them as the almost sublime. My talk will be devoted to laying out that polarized structure as well 
as to illuminate the affinities of these cases of beauty to the sublime. 



SHAPE, Philosophy Department, The University of Sydney, Feb 21-22, 2011 
The Refectory, Main Quad 

2 

Andy Hamilton (Durham) 
“The Sublime, Taste and Artistic Truth” 
 
Although Kant restricted it to nature, with its threatening majesty, vastness and limitless 
power, the sublime has long been applied to art, more recently by thinkers such as Lyotard 
and Crowther, and practitioners such as Barnett Newman.  For Kant, the sublime like the 
beautiful involved that disinterested response that he saw as the core of aesthetic 
experience.  This paper situates the sublime in relation to a distinction between two 
general philosophical accounts of aesthetics: a taste-aesthetic associated with Kantian 
disinterestedness, and a truth-aesthetic opposed to it by Hegel and Adorno. Adorno 
attacked Kant's "taste" aesthetic for debasing art to what Hegel called a pleasant or useful 
plaything, and holds that taste and pleasure should be restricted to food, wine and fashion.  
For him, the value of modernist (and indeed all) artworks lies in their truth, not in any 
pleasure they occasion.  Adorno, like surprisingly many commentators, ignores Kant's 
discussion of art's cognitive content, in – I argue – his account of the sublime.  Adorno 
overstates his case that, in the modern era, truth trumps pleasure; for there is surely a sense 
in which we do enjoy Kafka; a great performance of Wozzeck is a shattering experience 
one might repeat, but not often.  Moreover, the paradox of tragedy shows that pre-
modernist art can also desire to shock. Tragedy is a test-case for the artistic application of 
the sublime, and I argue that Kant is wrong to deny that art is a proper object of the 
sublime.  His analysis of the concepts of the beautiful and the sublime yields a more 
complex concept of beauty than he articulated, which connects with the value of tragedy, 
and modernist artistic developments that apparently deny audience pleasure.  

Kant recognises a "negative" or indirect pleasure that comes not  
from the sublime itself, but from the relief felt when we realize that this external disorder 
does not really threaten our internal order, represented by the moral law – "the 
pleasurableness arising from the cessation of an uneasiness is a state of joy".  He argues, 
with admitted obscurity, that the sublime allows us to have some awareness of our status 
as free beings who are obedient to the moral law.  I explore the suggestion that the 
Kantian sublime opens the possibility of another dimension of pleasure in the experience 
of art – one that helps to show that both taste- and truth-aesthetics have validity, and that a 
synthesis of them is desirable.  I relate this synthesis to what I term the post-Romantic 
conception of art, which maintains that high or classic art is neither didactic, nor 
pleasurable diversion; it has truth-content, though that truth is not reducible to anything as 
crude as a "message", and artworks are concerned, rather, to present new possibilities for 
consideration.   
 
David Macarthur (USYD) 
“The Architectural Sublime of Rem Koolhaas” 
 
In this paper I treat what the Dutch Architect Rem Koolhaas calls the condition of “Bigness” – in 
S, M, L, XL (1995) – as a new form of Kant’s mathematical sublime. I argue that Koolhaas 
employs this form of sublimity for an un-Kantian criticism of the pretensions of architectural 
reason as exemplified in the modernist period.  
 
Doug Moggach (Ottawa) 
“Political Sublimity: Perspectives on Freedom in German Romanticism and Idealism” 
 
This paper examines articulations of beauty and sublimity in the political thought of Schiller and 
Bruno Bauer as representatives of German Idealism, and in the contrasting formulations of 
Romantics such as Friedrich Schlegel. It connects the sublime to different experiences of 
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freedom. If, as Leibniz contends, beauty is one of the ways to express the unity of unity and 
multiplicity, and thus the harmony of self and world, the sublime can be seen as the disjunction 
between these terms: not simply their indifference to each other, but a fruitful and creative tension 
between them. This tension can be experienced in different registers. The sublime can be 
considered, from the perspective of Idealism, to enjoin a constant transformative task, with beauty 
and harmony as the distant endpoint; or, from the perspective of Romanticism, to imply an ever-
renewed incommensurability between self and world. 
 
Talia Morag (USYD) 
“The Sublime as the Sublimation of our Relation to the Body” 
 
Paul Redding (USYD) 
“Kant on the logic of the sublime whole of possibility” 
   
When discussing the “transcendental ideal” in the Transcendental Dialectic of the Critique of 
Pure Reason, Kant says that every concept is determinable in that “of every two contradictorily 
opposed predicates only one can apply to it” (A571/B599). This “principle of determinability” is, 
he says, just another way of expressing the principle of contradiction. But this way in which 
concepts are to be considered determinable is importantly different from the way that things are to 
be considered determinable, and here he invokes a second principle, the principle of 
“thoroughgoing determination”. Rather than considering a thing in relation to “two mutually 
contradicting predicates”, the principle of thoroughgoing determinability must relate each thing to 
“the whole of possibility, as the sum total of all predicates of things in general”. It thereby 
“represents every thing as deriving its own possibility from the share that it has in that whole of 
possibility” (A572/B600). In terms of the epistemology of the Critique of Pure Reason, this 
“whole of possibility” from which each thing “derives its possibility” is, of course, not the sort of 
“thing” of which one could have determinate experience or knowledge. It plays the role of a 
regulative idea prompting our attempts to integrate any experience into a coherent whole. But it 
does not entirely escape our conceptual grasp, and, as is seen in the Critique of Judgment, can be 
made indirectly present to us in the experience of sublime natural phenomena. In this paper I 
relate some of the aesthetic qualities of sublime phenomena to the logical properties articulating 
the “sum total of all predicates in general” in an attempt to show what it is for Kant that allows 
the latter to be made present, albeit indirectly, in the former. 
 
Paul Thom (USYD) 
“The Operatic Sublime” 
 
The paper will explore the applicability of Kant’s notions about the sublime to the arts of opera 
and oratorio. It will relate the representation of such themes as war, divine power, and the power 
of nature, in musical drama, to their depiction in the visual arts. The paper will also explore the 
ways in which the contingency and materiality of theatrical representation requires a category that 
might be called The Failed Sublime. 
 
Stephen White  (Tufts) 
“The Obscure Object of the Sublime: Images of the Self in Terrence Malick's Badlands.”   
 
Like a number of contemporary films, Terrence Malick's Badlands ends with what art historians 
would recognize as an image of the sublime.  But why?  The events of the film provide no 
obvious clues, since the vision is associated with a multiple murder being flown back to South 
Dakota to be tried and executed.  Nor does what we know of Malick's philosophical interests in 
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Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Kierkegaard or those of his teacher, Stanley Cavell, in Clement 
Greenberg, Michael Fried, and André Bazin seem to help.   

Pursuing this question immediately raises another.  Many have noted the profusion (and 
the apparent obscurity of purpose) of the theological and/or mythological symbols in Malick's 
films.  (What, for example, is the significance in Badlands of the world-engulfing conflagration 
followed immediately by references to a flood of seemingly similar cosmic proportions?)  What 
we find on examination is that Badlands is far more than a heterogeneous collection of symbols.  
It is, rather, an extremely complex and coherent allegory of mythological references and 
allusions.  But, then, why should allegory--a category generally dismissed by romantics and 
modernists alike--figure so centrally in Malick's film? 
 The answer to the two questions requires that we recognize the commonalities underlying 
two senses of the "American Renaissance."  As it pertains to architecture, painting, sculpture, and 
the decorative arts between 1870 and 1917, the American Renaissance is signified explicitly in a 
wealth of visual detail in the film.  It is, however, as it applies to American literature between 
1850 and 1855 that the American Renaissance is associated with the allegorical and mythological 
imagination itself.  What the two periods have in common is the aspiration to a universalism in 
religion and mythology based in part on the myth of the American Adam.  With respect to the 
sublime, what matters is the deep tension within the first American Renaissance between 
Emerson and Melville over two conceptions of the self--the self as revelation of the divine and 
the self as mask and masquerade. 
 


