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The Sublime and Contemporary Aesthetics 
Emily Brady, Institute of Geography, University of Edinburgh 

 

I. The Neglect of the Sublime 

 Beauty is now back on the philosophical agenda. Is such a future possible for the sublime – does it have 

any relevance to contemporary aesthetics? Yes, I believe it does, but probably not on the scale of beauty, 

given the ubiquity of beauty, its role in historical debates and its recent revival. I’ll argue here that the 

sublime is indeed relevant to contemporary aesthetics, but that its relevance is tied, in particular, to 

debates in environmental aesthetics and environmental philosophy more generally.  

Why is the concept neglected, despite its continued importance in other fields such as literature 

and art theory? Well, presumably because the sublime is a concept considered of little relevance to 

current debates. Mary Mothersill’s Beauty Restored1 is usually credited with reviving discussions of 

another concept, beauty which, historically, was central to aesthetic theory and was usually set in 

contrast to the sublime. 

Academic study of the sublime is vast, crossing disciplines such as philosophy, literature, critical 

and cultural theory, art theory, architecture, and no doubt other disciplines as well. My discussion is 

confined to philosophical aesthetics and issues that are especially relevant within that context.2 I 

consider two different arguments for the neglect of the sublime: (1) the historical argument and (2) the 

egotistical argument. I’ll consider each in turn, followed by replies. By the conclusion of this essay, I 

also show how Icelandic environments offer an interesting case of the contemporary sublime, and why 

the sublime is a useful category of aesthetic value for interpreting them. 

 

II. The Historical Argument 

The historical argument draws on historical reasons why the sublime has been neglected and argues that 

it is essentially an outmoded concept. Before addressing some of these reasons, it is worth giving a brief 

history of the concept. The first treatise on the sublime, On the Sublime, is now generally attributed to 

Longinus, the first century Greek critic. Influenced by classical discussions of rhetoric, including 

Aristotle’s, Longinus articulated the sublime as a literary style. The treatise was apparently rediscovered 

in the sixteenth century, and its translation into English and French in the 17th century was pivotal for its 

reception by eighteenth century literary criticism and aesthetic theory.  

Philosophical discussion of the sublime reached a pinnacle in the 18th century, when it was 

unusual not to include it in theories of taste. Contemporary aestheticians are most familiar with Edmund 

Burke’s and Kant’s theories of the sublime, but there is significant work on the topic by others, such as 
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Addison, Alison, Herder, and Mendelssohn. In Burke’s empirical approach, the sublime is attributed to 

objects that are great, powerful, vast, infinite, rugged, dark, gloomy, massive, and even to loud sounds, 

bitter smells and stenches. Our feeling of the sublime is an immediately delightful feeling of terror in 

response to something dangerous which is distant enough not to cause actual pain. We are completely 

overwhelmed by sublime objects: ‘the mind is so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot entertain 

any other, nor by consequence reason on that object which employs it.’3  Burke and, later, Kant argue 

that the sublime response may only occur if the spectator experiences the sublime object first-hand, and 

when situated in a safe position relative to it.  

 

Kant’s mature theory of the sublime, as it appears in the Critique of the Power of Judgment 

(1790) was influenced by Burke and earlier theories. However, Kant develops the concept through his 

critical and transcendental philosophy, and his account is distinctive for its focus on nature.4 Kant 

distinguishes between the ‘mathematically sublime’, where the senses and imagination are pushed to the 

very limits of their powers when confronted by the seemingly infinite magnitude of nature, such as high 

mountains or the night sky, and the ‘dynamically sublime’, where the awesome power and threat of 

nature evokes anxious pleasure and calls forth an awareness of our distinctive capacities as moral 

beings, namely, freedom and the power of reason.5 We feel insignificant and powerless in comparison to 

the mightiness of nature, yet ultimately we judge ourselves rather than objects sublime as we discover 

our own capacity to measure ourselves against nature.  

While the sublime was then taken up in Romantic poetry and literature and in some later 

philosophical discussions, it has since not featured as a major category of aesthetic value. The historical 

reasons for this are no doubt myriad and complex, and I shall address only a few of them, and those 

rather speculatively. These reasons are tied to shifts in both the empirical and theoretical bases of the 

sublime. The early development of the concept from its literary to natural treatment, and subsequent 

celebration by the Romantics, meant that the sublime became deeply associated with natural objects and 

phenomena. Moves away from realistic or naturalistic art and towards the expressive and avant-garde 

led to diminished philosophical interest in aesthetics of nature, including the sublime. The sublime has 

also been of less interest in art until recently, where it has enjoyed resurgence among artists 

andphilosophers , such as Barnett Newman and Jean-Francois Lyotard. 6 

Alongside shifts in aesthetic theory and the arts lie key changes in aesthetic experiences and 

landscape tastes. Much has been written about how changes in landscape tastes made appreciation of the 

sublime possible in the first place, where fear and hatred of mountains, deserts and other wild places was 

replaced with admiration and reverence.7F

8 These changes in taste were made possible by a number of 
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economic, social, religious and technological factors that enabled people to have direct, relatively safe 

access to such places. Theories of the sublime emerged in line with these changes, where many people – 

typically the elite - were in a position to appreciate nature rather than simply fear it or view it as coarse 

and evil. 

Does the current neglect in discourse on the sublime reflect changes in taste and experience 

away from sublime objects? Has there been a decline in ‘taste’ for the sublime? It could be argued that 

opportunities to appreciate the natural sublime have declined, presumably, because many cultures and 

societies are now even less awed by nature, less fearful of it, having developed technological means to 

control it, experience real power over it or engage with mountains, the sea and other environments in 

ways that are now so comfortable that the edgy feeling of the sublime –anxious pleasure – is hardly felt 

anymore. In other words, for many societies our relationship to nature has become much less troubled. 

There may still be room for neighboring categories of response, such as awe, majesty, and wonder, but 

not really (it might be claimed) for the complex experience of the sublime, at least if we reply upon an 

understanding of the concept as it was put forward in the 18th c. So, the main conclusion of the historical 

argument is that the sublime is no longer relevant theoretically because those very experiences so 

prevalent in the past just no longer exist, or if they exist, they are, in fact, rare. 

This conclusion is too swift. The access we have to the natural environment does make many of 

our experiences, thankfully, safe. But technology has also allowed us to access places that are still wild 

to a great extent – huge waterfalls, raging rivers, volcanic eruptions, the vast sea, space, deserts and so 

on – in ways that still leave room for the sublime response. Although the concept of wilderness is highly 

contested, we still have experiences of more or less wild places which offer possibilities for the sublime. 

And the sublime need not be limited to remote places – on a clear night, away from light pollution, we 

can gaze at that very thing celebrated in Kant’s theory: ‘the starry heavens above’. Granted, the vast 

earth can now be examined at our fingertips through Google Earth and the like, there are still 

opportunities for direct experience of the natural sublime. It is also possible to argue that less 

technologically developed societies retain a greater taste for the sublime, but this is becoming much too 

speculative – proof would need to found in empirical studies. The emergence of extreme sports provides 

an example of ways people find risk where it may no longer exist, and some small degree of risk (if only 

fear ‘incurred in imagination’, as Kant put it), is crucial to any experience of the sublime. I’m not 

suggesting that extreme sports are in themselves experiences of the sublime, but they offer opportunities 

for aesthetic experience of this kind because of how they situate people in the environment.  

These points show that opportunities remain for experiencing objects and phenomena commonly 

associated with the sublime, thus making our use of the concept still relevant today. But the problem 
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doesn’t end there. If the sublime is to be of interest in an environmental context, then it’s important to 

tackle further key objections. 

 

III. The Egotistical Argument 

 

The egotistical argument stems from the claim that the sublime is inherently egotistical, especially in 

terms of the relationship that it sets up between humans and nature. The first thread of this argument 

claims that it is humanity that is valued rather than natural objects, such that the sublime becomes self-

regarding. In many accounts of the sublime, especially those that have been most influential, such as 

Kant’s, it is in fact humanity, reason, freedom, moral self-hood that is sublime, not nature itself. Kant 

writes ‘what is properly sublime cannot be contained in any sensible form, but concerns only ideas of 

reason…’ (CPJ, §23, 5:245). 8F

9 Through a process of ‘subreption’, we substitute respect for ourselves 

with respect for the natural object, or ‘substitution of a respect for the object instead of for the idea of 

humanity in our subject’ (CPJ, §25, 5:257).9F

10 

Kant’s view is carried into the sublime of Romanticism, and it was the poet, John Keats, who 

described Wordsworth’s ‘The Prelude’ as the ‘egotistical sublime.’10F

11 ‘The Prelude’, a long 

autobiographical poem, is one of Wordsworth’s most famous. Its lines inspire an appreciation of nature 

shaped by his loving relationship with the landscapes of his home, the English Lake District. These lines 

are from the section referred to as ‘Ice-skating’: 

 

So through the darkness and the cold we flew, 

And not a voice was idle; with the din 

…the precipices rang aloud; 

The leafless trees and every icy crag 

Tinkled like iron.11F

12 

 

Although the poetry of Wordsworth and other Romantics may reveal a form of respect for 

nature, it precipitates the criticism that nature becomes the means to our own self-discovery, a mere 

trigger for realizing our place in the world – one that is in fact seen as greater than nature in many ways. 

Ronald Hepburn writes that Kant’s theory downgrades ‘nature’s contribution in favor of the one-sided 

exalting of the rational subject-self’12F

13 and ‘the natural, external world may come to be seen as of value 

in the sublime experience, only because it can make a person feel the capaciousness of his soul. Intensity 

of experience may become the solely prized value.’13F

14  Given that the sublime is a type of aesthetic 
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experience – or aesthetic-moral experience – positing nature as other in this way might be seen as a type 

of aesthetization of nature indeed even a distorting, humanizing of nature, ‘degrading nature to our 

measure’.14F

15 

 

Leading from this, a second thread of the argument is that the sublime posits nature as ‘Other’, an 

‘Other’ that is different from ourselves and something which we ultimately discover that we have power 

over.15F

16 In William Cronon’s well known critique of the concept of wilderness, he argues that the 

sublime only serves to deepen the separation of humans and nature.16F

17 There are many other objections 

that relate to the egotistical argument, they come from a range of positions – feminist, political, literary, 

sociological, etc.17F

18  

Let me attempt a reply to the egotistical argument and each of these objections. Elsewhere, in a 

reassessment of the Kantian sublime and aesthetic valuing of nature, I have tried to show that the 

Kantian sublime is not as egotistical as these criticisms suggest.18F

19 Briefly, rather than reducing sublime 

appreciation to awareness of moral vocation, I argue that we cannot overlook Kant’s insistence that 

judgments of the sublime fall squarely within the aesthetic domain, and as such, natural objects are not 

mere triggers of the sublime response, I show how they may be given a proper role in appreciation, even 

if the valuing that goes on is indirect. Also, if the distinction between the aesthetic and moral in the 

Kantian sublime is understood properly, we may discover how this particular type of aesthetic 

experience characterizes an aesthetic-moral relationship between humans and nature. 

 

In this essay, I’m most interested in trying to defend the more difficult, metaphysical, Kantian 

conception of the sublime because I believe it to be truer to the concept as it has developed 

philosophically (and in relation to the natural sublime). In any case, and for the sake of moving my 

overall project forward, let me sketch out just why we should care about sublime appreciation of nature.  

 

The relationship between humans and nature in sublime experience can be seen as involving 

elements of both humility and self-reflection.19F

20 This is not a cozy relationship, rather, it is characterized 

by agitation. Many theories of aesthetic appreciation in environmental aesthetics stress the deep 

engagement afforded by environmental appreciation as contrasted with many forms of artistic 

appreciation and scenic or picturesque appreciation.20F

21 I agree with these views, and I do think the 

sublime affords a type of environmental aesthetic experience, but it is not one of the intimate kind. The 

sublime is typified by feeling overwhelmed, anxious, and insignificant in the face of crashing waves, 

towering cliffs, etc. This is not a delightful or contemplative experience of nature, as we might find in 
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varieties of the beautiful. In this respect, the sublime does not define a relationship of loving nature, or a 

friendly one, rather, it is uneasy, uncomfortable, even difficult.  

Lyotard’s philosophy enhances our understanding of how the self relates to environment in 

sublime experience. Although mainly interested in the sublime and art, Lyotard shows us how the 

subject of sublime feeling is de-centered through encounters with the ‘inexpressible’, the 

‘unpresentable’ and the indeterminate. Discussing the sublime in Barnett Newman’s artworks and ideas, 

Lyotard writes that, ‘With the occurrence, the will is defeated.’21F

22 In the context of nature, we might 

synthesize Lyotard’s ideas to interpret the sublime as an overwhelming of the subject, where a 

dislocation of the self comes through a sense of nature not fully known, having some element of 

mystery; and thus nature not appropriated by human reason.22F

23 Lyotard interprets Kant’s theory to show 

this movement beyond a subject that, ‘feels in the object the presence of something that transcends the 

object. The mountain peak is a phenomenon that indicates that it is also more than a phenomenon. 23F

24 

Against the egotistical argument, then, Lyotard shows how the sublime signifies a ‘dehumanizing’ of 

aesthetic experience, and renders a complex relationship between humans and nature arising out of an 

experience of great affect. 

 

IV. The Contemporary Sublime in Iceland 

 

In sublime experience nature is complex, mysterious, dark, great, huge, towering, vast, disordered, 

shapeless, formless, raw, tumultuous, raging, and so on. Where do humans fit into this? It’s not 

surprising that in true experiences of the sublime we will still feel very small. This doesn’t mean, 

however, that nature is somehow grasped as ‘Other’ or as entirely inaccessible to us. We are 

appreciating aesthetic qualities of nature of a particular kind. This is what affects us and causes the 

feeling of insignificance. The sublime, then, engenders a relationship that maintains a level of 

appreciation – it would not be the sublime if we were so fearful we had to run for safety – but one that 

also delineates a particular aesthetic character of environments. This should come as no surprise, given 

that the sublime emerged, originally, to cope with the great mountains, waterfalls etc., for which a new 

aesthetic taste developed.  

This is nature appreciated for qualities that contrast strongly with the mixed environments of 

pastoral landscapes. These qualities, while not equivalent to ugliness, belong to a range normally 

contrasted with the beautiful. Recent discussions in environmental aesthetics have sought to identify 

forms of aesthetic valuing that recognize nature on its own terms rather than merely through the lens of 

the picturesque or the scenic, and some philosophers have argued for the importance of valuing 
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landscapes commonly thought of as ‘unscenic’. The sublime is not necessarily the unscenic, since there 

will be overlaps between some varieties of the sublime and scenic landscapes, but it is certainly closer to 

a ‘terrible beauty’ than a scenic one. 

The concept of the sublime fits well as a way to characterize Icelandic environments. Many 

landscapes in Iceland are not conventionally scenic. Vast lava fields, glaciers, barren, treeless 

mountains, stunning calderas and so on, provide cases of the contemporary sublime, as well as a way to 

assign aesthetic value to such environments. The wonder of Icelandic landscapes − for someone like 

myself who lives closer to the very old highlands of Scotland − is that they are geologically young, and 

highly dynamic. This points to the imaginative component of sublime experience which, evoked by 

perceptual qualities such as black sand, ice, solid lava, etc., involves a kind of narrative imagining of the 

forceful natural processes which have formed the present features of the Icelandic environment. Climate 

change means that many of these processes need not be imagined through time at all, given the rapid 

changes that are taking place. And, fairly recently for some people, a volcanic eruption (viewed from a 

safe place) would be a rare experience of the sublime today. It’s important to remember that although 

the sublime is suggestive of the ‘Other’, these landscapes range from the remote highlands to more 

familiar regions for many Icelanders.  

 

In conclusion, by replying to the historical and egotistical arguments, I hope to have shown that 

far from being an outmoded category of aesthetic value, the sublime has contemporary relevance, 

distinguishing a valuable and distinctive form of aesthetic appreciation of nature. Sublime aesthetic 

experiences potentially ground an aesthetic-moral relationship which can lead to care and respect for the 

natural world. 
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