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Wellmer s Reconstruction of Adorno’s
Aesthetic Modernity Project and Its Implications

SUN Lin—qiong

Abstract: The early thinkers of the Frankfurt School embedded a spiritual aspiration in their critique of instru-
mental rationality, manifested in Benjamin’ s use of messianic spirit to resist instrumental rationality and in
Adorno’ s insistence on art’s mimetic capacity to preserve truth. Wellmer identified these two approaches as a
false dilemma between “aestheticism” and “messianism”. He reconstructed Adorno’ s aesthetic modernity
project within a post—metaphysical framework. Wellmer transformed Adorno’s “art showing a non-reconciled
world” into a communicative artistic truth through the transformation of the concept of truth, emphasizing the
inter-subjective dialogue to realize the content of truth; and broke the monopoly of aesthetic rationality
through the integration of rationality paradigm, advocating the equal symbiosis of multiple rationalities, such
as scientific, ethical, aesthetic and so on, and the formation of the rationality cluster which is polyphonic rather
than antagonistic. On the practical level, Wellmer promotes the democratic potential of mass culture, shifting
art from elite stronghold to public sphere. On the theoretical level, he replaced linear opposition with “perspec-
tival interpretation”, retaining Adorno’ s critical emphasis on “non—identity” while affirming the value of
Enlightenment and embracing postmodern demands for difference. This open and inclusive vision of modernity
offers a nonviolent path for integrating cultural conflicts in a globalized world.

Key words: Wellmer, aesthetic modernity, Aestheticism, Messianism
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