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“On Difficulty: Adorno and the Aesthetics of Intellection”

This is the study of a failure of a reading. As I read Adorno’s juggernaut of text entitled Aesthetic Theory I found myself bewildered, burdened, and frustrated. It seemed as though the text was deliberately withholding, needlessly obscure, aggressively unintelligible. My moment of insight came when I decided to make this very difficulty the point of reading itself. I fixated on the moments where Adorno’s formulations were explicitly paradoxical and collected over 50 paradoxes in the text. Since I found myself not understanding the text, I fixed on the paradox as a way to tie up neatly my lack of understanding, indeed, to aestheticize it. What I experienced as a sprawling mess now came to me in compassable nuggets of difficulty. The paradox, after all, seems to deliberately perform a resistance to understanding. One cannot, in the ordinary sense, ever understand a paradox. Two mutually contradictory statements are made together and present themselves as an impasse. By focusing on paradox I made a virtue of necessity and fetishized my lack of understanding. I felt as though I was inhabiting the aesthetic so prized by Adorno: failure and dissonance. Could the fruitlessness of this intellectual labor actually be the fruit?
