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An Aesthetics of Negativity/ 
An Aesthetics of Reception: 
Jauss's Dispute With Adorno 

by PaulineJohnson 

Adorno opens his last great work on aesthetics as follows: "Today it 
goes without saying that nothing concerning art goes without saying, 
much less without thinking."' Despite this profession of the loss of self- 
evidence endemic to contemporary art theory and practice, no one 
could be more apparently surefooted than Adorno in his assessment of 
the options open to a modemrn aesthetic. Contemporary aesthetics is, 
Adorno holds, faced with two exclusive alternatives: either critical 
negativity or a democratic, relativist and affirmative aesthetic of recep- 
tion. He always saw his own aesthetics as an attempt to come to terms 
with the collapse of the sociological conditions which could have sup- 
ported a theory of the democratic, emancipatory impact of art. To 
Adorno, the quiescent consciousness of the administered present has 
obliterated the hopes of Luktcs, Brecht and Benjamin that critical art 
could still find a responsive mass public in modern society. According 
to Adorno and his followers, authentic art can only preserve its criti- 
cal, negative perspective on the present by repulsing the retrogressive 
demands of a mass public. 

The following paper considers a recent attempt to dispute Adorno's 
assessment of the options open to modern aesthetics. Jauss, a leading 
spokesperson for the Konstanz school of reception aesthetics, claims to 
have discovered in a Kantian influenced analysis the dynamics of the aes- 
thetic experience Adorno had declared impossible: the basis for an ac- 
count of art as an emancipatory force in modernity. According to 
Jauss, Adorno's inability to construct an account of the democratic, 

1. Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. C. Lenhardt (London and New York: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984) 1. 
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52 Jauss's Dispute with Adorno 

radicalizing impact of art comes from his typically Platonic preoccupa- 
tion with the specific truth value of the aesthetic object and his neglect 
of the emancipatory possibilities embedded in a primary aesthetic ex- 
perience. Adorno is, Jauss asserts, "heir to a tradition in the philoso- 
phy of art that withdrew to the ontology of the aesthetic object and 
that tended to abandon the question concerning the practice of the 
aesthetic experience.'"2 

Yet Adorno and his supporters see in this "withdrawal" to a 
preoccupation with the truth-value of the aesthetic object the only 
standpoint capable of rescuing us from a bad relativism unable to dis- 
criminate between critical and affirmative art. This point of view is 
forcefully articulated by Feher in an important critique of Adorno's so- 
ciology of music. Feher points out that if the question of truth and fal- 
sity is eliminated as a mere pseudo-dilemma and "each act of recep- 
tion is made equally constitutive of the work then there will be no dif- 
ference between good and bad, true and false judgements, only the ar- 
abesques of arbitrary taste judgements that never transcend the per- 
sonal level of sic volo, sicjubeo."3 Jauss's recent essays represent a serious 
though not, I argue, fully consistent and successful attempt by recep- 
tion aesthetics to evade this charge of relativism. According to the later 
Jauss, an analysis of the dynamics specific to the aesthetic experience 
yields a democratic account of the critical, emancipatory impact of the 
work of art which transcends the highly restricted options Adorno 
leaves open to a modern aesthetic. Before turning to an evaluation of 
Jauss's response to Adorno, I shall first consider some of the main 
themes and dilemmas in Adorno's account of the contemporary 
specificity of the aesthetic as set out in his posthumously published 
Aesthetic Theory. 

Adorno's Negative Aesthetics and its Relation to Hegel 
Adorno repudiates any aesthetic which posits the specificity of the 

aesthetic as the experience of the beautiful. To him, the subjectivist ap- 
proach "simply fails to understand that the subjective experience of art 
in itself is meaningless, that in order to grasp the importance of art 
one has to zero in on the artistic object rather than the fun of the art 

2. Hans Robert Jauss, "Sketch of a Theory and History of the Aesthetic Experi- 
ence," (Hereafter "Sketch") Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutic, trans. M. Shaw 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982) 21. 

3. Ferenc Feher, "Rationalized Music and its Vicissitudes: Adorno's Philosophy of 
Music," Philosophy and Social Criticism 1 (1982) 62. 
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Pauline Johnson 53 

lover."4 Adorno turns, then, from the typically Kantian preoccupation 
with the specificity of the aesthetic experience and opts for a character- 
istically Hegelian concern with art as a vehicle for truth. Hegel's 
definition of art as the sensuous expression of spirit forms an impor- 
tant starting point for Adorno's Aesthetic Theory. 

According to Hegel, the sensuous character of art renders it an 
ultimately deficient medium for the expression of the truth of spirit. 
For him, art achieved its most complete realization in the classical lit- 
erature and sculpture of Greece. In its depiction of human form and 
concerns about community, dlassical art gave expression to the spiritu- 
al principle of freedom in a perfect unity of form and content. Yet the 
beauty of this harmony between form and content inevitably sup- 
pressed the subjective self-consciousness which was the immanent 
spiritual telos of humanity. The unbeautiful romantic art of the modern 
epoch is indicative of the movement of spirit beyond the sensuous to a 
purer self-expression. The disharmony between form and content 
characteristic of the more highly intellectualized art of modernity por- 
trays the progressive release of spirit as it comes to recognize its essen- 
tial freedom. The true nature of spirit which "withdraws from the ex- 
ternal into its own intimacy with itself"5 could only be inadequately 
represented in sensuous images. In the Hegelian system, the autono- 
mous value of art is finally repudiated. Hegel's pan-logism ultimately 
led to the relativization of aesthetic truth within an all-encompassing 
logical system. For Hegel, conceptual truth stands on a higher plane 
than sensuous artistic images. 

Although he follows the main lines of this diagnosis of the in- 
creasingly philosophical character of art and while he supports this 
general concern with the specific cognitive function of the art object, 
Adorno is by no means ready to endorse Hegel's conception of the 
unchallenged privilege of the philosophical understanding. On the 
contrary, he maintains that a progressive aesthetics upholds the essen- 
tial nonidentity between art which retains a sensuous, mimetic mo- 
ment and the merely conceptual character of philosophical abstrac- 
tion. Adorno holds that the specificity of the aesthetic object offers re- 
sistance to a repressive, universalizing identity thinking which has 
characterized the process of enlightenment. 

4. Adorno 20. 
5. G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on Fine Art, vol. 1, trans. Knox (Oxford Oxford Claren- 

don Press, 1975) 518. 
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54 Jauss's Dispute with Adorno 

So in order to appreciate Adorno's conception of the relation be- 
tween art and philosophy, it is necessary to refer briefly to the culture 
critique which underpins it. The radical critique of enlightenment and 
identity thinking developed by Adorno and Horkheimer in their Dia- 
lectic of Enlightenment is premised on a profoundly negative diagnosis 
of contemporary monopoly capitalist society. To them, an emergent 
totalitarianism is everywhere apparent in the social formations of 
modernity. The total administration of the fascist regimes was con- 
sidered by them not a grotesque aberration in a civilized present, but 
the inevitable outcome of socioeconomic tendencies clearly already 
evident in the Soviet Union and the United States. For Adorno and 
Horkheimer, an understanding of the foundations of the catastrophic 
prospects now facing humanity required nothing less than an analysis 
and radical critique of the process of civilization and enlightenment as 
a whole. Dialectic of Enlightenment claims to discover a nexus between the 
development of a civilizatory rationality and the barbaric history of 
domination over the self, nature and others exemplified in the latest 
catastrophes of world history. There is, in the present context, no need 
to enter into the vexed question of the precise status of this analysis: 
does it suggest a new negative philosophy of history or offer a provoca- 
tive negative image evoked to marshal all remaining resistance? For 
our purposes, it is necessary only to attempt to explain the gist of this 
critique of civilizatory reason and its attack on identity thinking. 

Dialectic of Enlightenment traces the source of domination in history to 
the particular character of the human species' quest for self- 
preservation. The instrumental aspect of human reason was, Adorno 
and Horkheimer point out, initially considered a mere tool in the self- 
reproduction of the species. Humans used, ordered and interpreted 
their world in the interests of their own self-preservation. Yet in the 
course of historical development, the instrumental aspect of human 
reason became increasingly ascendent as it progressively discarded its 
subordinate role as a 'means' to human self-preservation and itself 
usurped the position of 'end' or 'goal.' 

'Identity thinking' is, for Adorno and Horkheimer, the essential 
mode of instrumental reason. The subject, identified with his/her 
distorted rational faculty, seeks to absorb his/her environment, the 
world of nature and fellow humans, into the categories of his/her own 
subjective reason. Identity thinking strives to eliminate all otherness by 
suppressing the nonidentical with the categories of formal identity. To 
Adorno, the aspiration of identity thinking is ultimately self-contra- 
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dictory. The abstraction of its rational universality denies the particular 
and renders the qualitative uniqueness of each concrete situation im- 
perceptible. Not only does this abstraction annihilate the new in its 
search for repetition, it also divorces reason from its own corporeal, 
concrete basis in the concrete, particular individual. Adorno under- 
lines the repressiveness of this abstract subjective reason which 
suppresses all difference and equates the real with the rational con- 
cepts supposedly covering it.6 

Written some decades after Dialectic ofEnlightenment, Aesthetic Theory at- 
tempts to establish the resistive capacity of the aesthetic which, as Kant 
had stressed, defies subordination to the concept. Importantly, how- 
ever, while Adorno adopts Kant's formulation of the irreducibility of 
the aesthetic to the concept, for him, this thesis points not to a concep- 
tion of the specificity of the aesthetic consciousness but to the 
irreducibility of the aesthetic object to the terms of an abstract 
conceptual understanding. The bulk of the Aesthetic Theory turns on an 
analysis of the way in which, the truth content of the work of art, by no 
means irrational, cannot be merely assimilated into the universalizing, 
ahistorical categories of a subjective reason. 

The Speiaficity of the Aesthetic 
Adorno is above all a great advocate of the autonomy of the art work. 

His well-known defense of modernism, frequently treated as the leading 
characteristic of his aesthetic theory, is best understood as deriving from 
this primary commitment. Modernism is championed by Adorno as the 
assertion par excellence of the autonomy of art. As the art form which 
makes autonomy a central principle of its own construction, mod- 
ernist art appears specifically equipped to convey the essential antip- 
athy of autonomous art to instrumental reason. 

For Adorno, autonomous art is appropriately considered the imita- 
tion of natural beauty. Like natural beauty, the autonomous work 
leaves human intentions behind, asserting its own specific semblance as 
an end in itself. Yet this evasion of a smothering intentionality does not 
mean that art can simply and immediately turn to nature instead. 
Adorno suggests that autonomous art has a paradoxical relation to 
subjective reason. Its critical perspective on the repressiveness of an in- 
strumental spirit springs from this. Constituting itself as an objecti- 
fication of human subjectivity, as a human artifact, autonomous art 

6. See J.E. Grumley, "LulkAcs and Totality: A Study in the Historical Transforma- 
tion of a Concept" diss., University of Sydney, 1985, 358-359. 
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does not cling to any enchanted, magical conception of the universe. It 
is, in this respect, "part and parcel of the disenchantment of the 
world."' At the same time, however, autonomous art disavows any 
commitment to the aspirations of an assertive subjectivity: art has now 
proclaimed its full emancipation. To Adorno, this paradoxical relation 
of the art work to subjective reason offers the image of a reconciled, 
nonrepressive, noninstrumental relation to nature. This paradox, 
whereby a human artifact is seen to exist for its own sake, means that 
the object is expressed through, without becoming identical with, its 
subjective receptacle. Autonomous art, like the beautiful in nature, 
thereby testifies to "the precedence of the object in subjective experi- 
ence."8 Because in autonomous art subjectivity recognizes an object 
which exists as an end in itself, autonomous art stands as an image of a 
subjectivity for whom the objective world retains its independence. 

Adorno refers to this nonrepressive recognition of the otherness 
of nature as the activity of mimesis. Repressed by the "logic of domi- 
nation" which drives an instrumental reason, the mimetic recognition 
of the nonidentity of the world of nature with subjective reason finds 
its appropriate expression through the paradoxical, enigmatic relation 
of the autonomous work to subjective reason. At one point Adorno 
defines mimesis as the "nonconceptual affinity of a subjective crea- 
tion with its objective and unposited other."'9 It seems that art works 
which are "particulars by definition" acquire in the realm of human 
subjectivity an essential affinity or resemblance to the concrete realities 
of the natural world. To Adorno, this unique receptiveness of the au- 
tonomous work to mimetic activity permits the subversive evasion of 
the repressive, levelling abstraction of the theoretical attitude. In an 
age otherwise spellbound by universal equivalence, the expression of 
the mimetic in art recalls the nonidentical, the concrete particular sup- 
pressed by the "self-assertion gone wild" of an unrestrained reason.'0 

The modernist work evokes an image of a nonrepressive subjectivity 
in an authentically reconciled universe. It also presents a description 
of, and a protest against, an antagonistic, unreconciled world with its 
false, legitimating ideology of harmonious reconciliation. The image of 
a nonrepressive subjectivity is, as already indicated, evoked not by any 

7. Adorno 80. 
8. Adorno 104. 
9. Adorno 80. 
10. Jiurgen Habermas, "The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment. Rereading 

Dialectic of Enlightenment," New German Critique 26 ( 1982): 21. 
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expressive content in the particular work but rather by the peculiar re- 
lation of autonomous art itself to subjective reason. For Adorno, the 
work's protesting depiction of an antagonistic present is again not a 
matter of expressive content but rather, a construct of the formal compo- 
sition of the modernist art object. Modernist art replaces the classical 
ideal of an integrated beautiful harmony between the particular and the 
general with a compositional principle which proposes a synthesis or 
organized constellation of specific instances. The untotalized synthesis 
of specific details characteristic of the modernist composition is 
exemplified in the atonal variations of Schanberg's music. Schtnberg's 
atonal compositions both laid bare the truth of an antagonistic unrec- 
onciled present and gave expression to the suffering Angst of the sub- 
ject confronted with the breakdown of a consoling image of a reconciled 
world. Modernism tends towards an image of a nonreified, domination- 
free reconciled experience by testifying to the discordant, the unre- 
conciled, the ugly. For Adorno, the horror which accompanies the ugly, 
the "shudder" evoked by it reveals the response of a reified experience 
to that which has escaped a levelling, harmonizing identity thinking. 

Modernist art is a thorn in the side of an instrumental reason. Repu- 
diating the hegemonic claims of a subjective reason, art nevertheless 
refuses to surrender its own "rational moment." Neither pre-rational 
nor irrational, but having its own rationality in its "organizing and uni- 
ty constitutive moment,"" the purposiveness of the aesthetic, to use 
the Kantian formulation, calls for the recognition of reason while its 
expression of the mimetic impulse remains an enigma to subjective 
reason. Art appears as "rationality criticizing itself."'2 In its ration- 
al, organized expression of the mimetic impulse, art challenges the 
illusion of a second nature which has forgotten the process of subjuga- 
tion and domination upon which the hegemony of an instrumental 
reason was built. "On and through the trajectory of rationality man- 
kind becomes aware through art of what rationality has erased from 
memory."'3 

To Adorno, the critical antipathy of art towards the "logic of domina- 
tion" derives precisely from the alienation of autonomous art from the 
utilitarian spirit of social reality. A dislocation from the purposes and 
aspirations of human subjectivity is essential to the critical negativity of 

11. Habermas 81. 
12. Habermas 81. 
13. Habermas 99. 
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58 Jauss's Dispute with Adorno 

the work. Authentic art constitutes itself as an end in itself and, hence, 
of necessity remains blind to the nature of its relation to empirical real- 
ity. The philosopher-critic, uniquely equipped to disclose this signifi- 
cant critical relation, thereby occupies a crucial place in Adorno's aes- 
thetics. 

The Task of the Philosopher-Critic 
As previously noted, Adorno essentially agrees with Hegel's diagno- 

sis of the increasingly intellectualized, reflective character of art in the 
modern epoch. For both, the coincidence of truth content and sen- 
suous appearance achieved in the classical symbolic art of the Greeks 
is past. In the allegorical work of modernity, truth transcends the 
immediate content of the work, thereby requiring explication 
through concepts and abstractions. The concepts, reconstructed by 
the philosophical critique of the work figure not as abstractions in the 
work but are present only as a configuration of its specific elements. 
The critic has the task of making the work express its truth content. 

Adorno's affirmation of the truth value of the authentic work by no 
means suggests the appeal to a realm of absolutes transcending histo- 
ry. All truth is, to Adorno, specific, historical truth. The truth content 
of art is produced, then, by the work's ability to transfigure the 
universalizing claims of a reified consciousness into the form of deter- 
minate historical truth. This transfiguration of reified abstractions in 
the hands of the particularizing work of art involves more than their 
historical relativization. The authentic work is not only a particular- 
ized, historicized and, hence, true image, for its truth lies also in its 
receptiveness to mimetic activity. The paradoxical relation of autono- 
mous art to subjective reason, together with the noncoercive organiza- 
tion of individual moments in the modernist work, constitute the work 
of art as the receptacle appropriate to a non-repressive recognition of 
the otherness and particularity of nature. This fundamentally subver- 
sive image of a reconciled world emerges not as a transcendent vision 
but as an insight to be constructed out of the particularized, 
historicized image of the work of art. Yet since autonomous art neces- 
sarily remains blind to the character of its relation to a reified imme- 
diacy, it is left to the philosopher-critic to expose this transfiguring, 
subversive relation. 

The truth content of the work is yielded only by the interpretive 
work of philosophical criticism. By immanent analysis of the forms, 
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the configurations within the work, the philosopher-critic is alone 
equipped to reveal the antipathy of the work to a false, reified sem- 
blance of reconciliation and its allegiance to an image of authentic recon- 
ciliation. Wolin underlines the strongly Benjaminian character of this 
conception of the role of philosophical criticism.'4 For the early 
Benjamin the material content of the work, its sensuous, transient di- 
mension, which appears immediately as mere "speechless particula- 
rity," also requires translation by the interpretative work of criticism 
into the conceptual language of philosophical truth. Redemptive criti- 
cism strives to rescue the work from the merely subjective appreciation 
of taste and, through immanent analysis of the relations of elements 
within the work, "redeems" the work of art from the dimension of 
a beautiful appearance. 

Adorno insists that redemptive criticism is a specialized task for the 
philosopher-critic. According to him, a modern public lacks both the 
capacity and the incentive to abandon its philistine appreciation of the 
work as mere beautiful appearance. The mass of people are, Adomo 
maintains, so far entrenched in a reified "timeless present" that, lack- 
ing the capacity for an immanent analysis of the relations between the 
elements of the work, they can appreciate only the sensuous immedia- 
cy of its beautiful appearance. In the guise of mere beautiful appear- 
ance, the work of art performs, moreover, a crucial legitimating func- 
tion in administered society. In a society ruled by the principle of iden- 
tity, interchangeability, the autonomous work which escapes the reign- 
ing spirit of instrumentality appears as a consoling affirmation of the 
survival of particular subjectivity as an end in itself. The modem pub- 
lic is thereby able to find the basis for a reconciliation with a reified 
present in the work of art. The task of uncovering the ideology-critical 
truth content of the work falls on the discriminating judgement of the 
critic. 

Truth content eludes any reception directed only at the "manifest 
statement" of the work. In particular, the negative character of the 
work is inaccessible to any communicative, cathartic relations between 
the work and a mass public. In the last analysis, Adorno maintains, 
"art is critical of the ego principle, the internal agency of repression. 
The subjective experience of an opposition to the ego is the moment of 
art's objective truth."'5 "Tremor" or "the fear of being overwhelmed" 

14. See Richard Wolin, "The De-Aestheticization of Art: On Adorno's Asthetische 
Theorie" Telos 41 (1979). 

15. Adorno 348. 
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is the proper emotion of the philosopher-critic as he grasps the truth 
content of the work which transcends the intentionality of enlightened 
identity thinking. 

On no other point isJauss's disagreement with Adorno more mani- 
fest. To Jauss, the value of the art work is determined not by the judge- 
ment of the critic but is decided by the work's historically proven ca- 
pacity to pleasurably extend the cultural horizons of its various pub- 
lics. 

Jauss: An Aesthetics of Reception 
Adorno's aesthetics results in an acknowledged dilemma. The 

modern public is shown to be constitutionally unable to appreciate the 
unequivocal opposition of authentic modernist art to a reified mo- 
dernity. Adorno, we saw earlier, suggests that there are only two exclu- 
sive options for art in modernity: either critical negativity or a demo- 
cratic, relativist and affirmative aesthetics of reception. The sociological 
conditions which could have supported a theory of the democratic, 
emancipatory impact of art have, according to him, collapsed in ad- 
ministered society. It seems that the possibility of preserving an ac- 
count of the critical capacity of the work of art depends on an aes- 
thetic which refuses to identify the significance of the work with its 
value for an historically specific public. 

Jauss decidedly repudiates this picture of the options available to a 
modern aesthetic. A contemporary aesthetic must, he contends, over- 
come a conception of a fundamental contrast between the experience 
of art as a "truth event," on the one hand, and "aesthetic conscious- 

ness" as mere self-enjoying subjectivity on the other.16 In his major es- 
say "Sketch of a Theory and History of the Aesthetic Experience," 
Jauss attempts to establish that the aesthetic experience promotes not 
merely enjoying subjectivity but yields a socially valuable cognitive 
function as well. Against Kant, who denies any cognitive function to 
the aesthetic experience, Jauss derives from a Kantian based descrip- 
tion of the aesthetic experience an account of the significant part 
played by aesthetic experience in promoting a critical self-understand- 
ing in the recipient. 

Clearly, then, Jauss's reception aesthetics is not openly committed 

16. Jauss, "Sketch" 40. 
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to a relativist program. To him, as to Adorno, the social significance of 
the aesthetic object is measured in accordance with its ability to pro- 
mote in the receptor a critical, reflective consciousness of the present. 
The main difference here is that, quite unlike Jauss, Adorno denies the 
work any ability to communicate its critical negativity to a mass public. 
For him, the critical character of the aesthetic object is not produced 
by the nature of the relations established between art work and mass 
public. Rather, Adorno holds that the critical, negative significance of 
the work is realized through the critic's immanent analysis of the rela- 
tions obtaining between the elements within the work itself. 

Jauss's Critique ofAdorno's Aesthetics 
Jauss's critique of Adorno rests on two main points. His leading es- 

say on the theory and history of the aesthetic experience opens with a 
critique of Adorno's mode of determining the value of the specific art 
object. Whereas Adorno holds that negativity in the art work, its critical 
relation to empirical reality, is discoverable by the immanent analysis 
of the philosopher-critic, Jauss stresses that the critical negativity of the 
work of art can only be a matter of an historically determined relation- 
ship between art work and public. Negativity and positivity are not, he 
maintains, "defined qualities in the social dialectic of art and society, 
and can even turn into their opposite since they are subject to a cu- 
rious change of horizon in the process of their reception."'7 Here 
Jauss continues the analysis developed in the earlier essay "Literary 
History as Challenge to Literary Theory" according to which the critical 
significance of the work is produced by its alienation from the "horizons 
of expectations," the historically constituted cognitive possibilities 
brought to the reception of the work.'8 To Jauss, the "horizonal 
change" demanded by the reception of the work is the foundation of 
its value which then comes to have an historically relative character. In 
the later essays Jauss makes a serious, though not fully successful, at- 
tempt to overcome the relativism of the early piece which is unable to 
discriminate between the mere novelty value of a work and significant 
"horizonal change."'9 

Moreover, Jauss disputes Adorno's bifurcation of a norm-breaking 

17. Jauss, "Sketch" 16. 
18. See Jauss, "Literary History as Challenge to Literary Theory" Toward an Aes- 

thetic of Reception, ed. Bahti (Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 1982). 
19. See Robert C. Holub, Reception Theory (London and New York: Methuen, 1984). 
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negativity and a norm-affirming positivity as the two exclusive modes 
of the work's possible relations to social reality. To Jauss, the social his- 
tory of literature suggests that works of art have assumed an 
emancipatory social function not merely in their capacity to offer crit- 
ical indictments of social practices but also by virtue of their ability to 
create objectively binding meanings. Art has proven capable of cre- 
ating new expectations, as well as disappointing established ones. 
Working with an absolute distinction between a norm-affirming and 
norm-breaking art, Adorno's aesthetics proves unable to account for 
those pre-autonomous works in which both negative alienating and 
positive identificatory relationships with the public exist in a mediated 
relation to produce a norm-creating effect. The emancipatory, norm- 
creating possibilities of such works are exemplified by the horizon- 
widening effect of the newly developing love ethic of the medieval 
courtly romance on a contemporary public. Such works, he suggests, 
broke with the ecclesiastical norms governing marriage and permitted an 
unprecedented emancipation of new sentiments and forms of commu- 
nication between the sexes. Jauss argues that the rigid alternatives per- 
mitted by Adorno's aesthetics (either critical negativity or norm 
affirming positivity) completely overlook the emancipatory possibilities 
embedded in an enjoying, identificatory reception. "Even today," Jauss 
asserts, "the norm creating function of the aesthetic experience need not 
necessarily slide into ideologically manipulated adaptation and end in 
the mere confirmation of existing relations."20 This, then, is the main 
claim of Jauss's proposed reception aesthetic alternative to Adorno's 
negative aesthetics. As a reception aesthetic alternative, Jauss's attitude 
towards a Kantian aesthetic does not differ greatly from Gadamer's 
better known view.21 For Gadamer and for Jauss, Kant's aesthetics 
meant a decisive step in the emancipation of the aesthetic from know- 
ledge and the corresponding reduction of knowledge to merely con- 
ceptual knowledge. Although both rely to varying extents on certain 
conceptions developed in Kant's aesthetics, this subjectivization of 
the aesthetic is not to be unconditionally affirmed for either author. 
Gadamer and Jauss agree that aesthetic activity is by no means inca- 
pable of yielding knowledge. However, their very distinct conceptions 
of the character of the knowledge produced by the aesthetic is imme- 
diately apparent in widely differing interpretations of the notion of 

20. Jauss, "Sketch" XXXIX. 
21. See Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Glen-Doepel (London: 

Sheed and Ward, 1975). 
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art as play. 
Jauss's characterization of the aesthetic makes much of the two 

modalities of pleasure elaborated in the Critique of Judgement. Jauss 
stresses the distinction between pleasure understood as the mere grati- 
fication of appetites and a free, contemplative aesthetic pleasure char- 
acterized by an essential indifference to the existence of the object. 
Whereas the disinterested freedom of aesthetic pleasure means the 
distantiation of the subject from the irreal object, a desiring enjoyment 
involves the surrender of the ego to the object. The specificity of the 
aesthetic attitude "demands that the distanced object be not merely 
contemplated disinterestedly, the viewer should also participate in 
producing it as an imaginary object, like the world of play into which 
one enters as a fellow player."22 The distantiation essential to the aes- 
thetic experience is,Jauss continues, "at the same time a form-creating 
act of the imaginary consciousness."23 The aesthetic attitude means, 
therefore, not merely the adoption of a contemplative stance but an 
imaginative participation in the irreal aesthetic object. In the interplay 
between subject and irreal aesthetic object, the subject enjoys both 
"the object which its satisfaction progressively discloses and its own 
self which in this activity feels released from its daily existence."'24 In 
aesthetic behavior the subject finds "self-enjoyment in the enjoyment 
of something other."25 

This argumentation involves, however, a problematic shift in 
perspective. From an account of the aesthetic attitude as imaginative 
participation in the irreal aesthetic object, Jauss illegitimately attempts 
to derive an account of the otherness, the ideologically significant 
difference, of the experience opened up for the recipient by the aes- 
thetic activity. There is, however, nothing in the initial statement of the 
specificity of the aesthetic as an imaginative experience to support 
Jauss's subsequent account of the ideological import of the experi- 
ence. The dimensions of this problem and its importance to an assess- 
ment ofJauss's reception aesthetics as a whole will be discussed more 
fully later. 

Jauss's conception of the aesthetic as playful, imaginative par- 
ticipation in the irreal world of the aesthetic object is importantly 
different from the Gadamerian conception of the aesthetic as play. To 

22. Jauss, "Sketch" 31. 
23. Jauss, "Sketch" 31. 
24. Jauss, "Sketch" 32. 
25. Jauss, "Sketch" 32. 
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Gadamer, play is something other than the activity of the subject, for 
the rules of the game impose themselves on the player. The very na- 
ture of art as a "representing for someone"26 imposes itself on the au- 
dience which is played by it. For Gadamer, the spectator "does not 
hold himself aloof at a distance of aesthetic consciousness enjoying the 
art of representation, but in the communion of being present."27 To this 
aesthetic self-forgetfulness corresponds a deepening "continuity" with 
the spectator's own self. He grasps the possible worlds opened up by the 
work as recognizable and, hence, not essentially 

incommensurable_ with his own life experience. This self-forgetful overcoming of tem- 
poral constraints is exemplified in the experience of tragedy, in which 
a cathartic purification frees the spectator from a painful refusal to ac- 
cept what is.28 Negativity, protest at the given, has no place in 
Gadamer's aesthetic. 

For Jauss, by contrast, negativity is essential to the aesthetic. He 
makes the important distinction between a "prereflective" and a "re- 
flective" aesthetic attitude. Only the prereflective stance involves the 
sort of submission to the aesthetic object described by Gadamer. In 
the reflective attitude, which properly belongs to the specificity of aes- 
thetic disinterestedness, the spectator is not swept up in an ecstatic self- 
forgetfulness but sustains a free, contemplative disinterest in the aes- 
thetic object. The recognition of the irreality of the aesthetic object is, 
to Jauss, necessary to the imaginative, playful participation character- 
istic of the aesthetic experience. For Jauss, as for Kant, the significance 
of the aesthetic as play describes the activity of the subject rather than 
the nature of the aesthetic object itself. Jauss identifies the aesthetic at- 
titude as a "balance between disinterested contemplation and testing 
participation" whereby the recipient playfully experiences himself "in 
a possible being other."29 

This contrast between play as self-forgetful "being played" and the 
disinterested, contemplative attitude of Jauss's "testing participator" 
grounds fundamentally opposed points of view on the social function 
of art. For both, the aesthetic experience produces an extension of self- 
understanding. Yet, whereas for Gadamer the receptive moment of 
playful identification with the worlds opened up by the work means 
the recognition of an essential continuity with "historical being," for 

26. Gadamer 97. 
27. Gadamer 117. 
28. Gadamer 116. 
29. Jauss, "Sketch" 95. 
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Jauss, the participation in the irreal world of the aesthetic object pro- 
motes an understanding of the limits of the concrete self and opens up 
the possibility of being other. The aesthetic causes the recipient's 
playful identification with "what he ought or would like to be."30 

Jauss cannot go as far as he hopes in deriving an evaluative aesthetic 
from his conception of the specificity of the aesthetic experience. 
Nevertheless, there are some important insights which can be properly 
drawn from his account of the aesthetic as "testing participation." In the 
first place, Jauss proposes an alternative to Adorno's undiscriminating 
identification of cathartic reception with a merely affirmative reconcilia- 
tion with the present. Jauss distinguishes a norm-perpetuating reception 
which involves a "slavish spellbinding of consciousness" from the moral 
freedom of an identification with an exemplary figure.3' Jauss thereby 
discriminates between those works which provoke a mere mechan- 
ical imitation of the rule or the norm, and the maintenance of the 
disinterested participation of the aesthetic attitude in the essential 
indeterminancy of the particular, exemplary instance. The indetermi- 
nacy of the exemplary instance is vital to the imaginative interaction 
between recipient and irreal object constitutive of the aesthetic. As an at- 
tempt to evaluate the significance of the art work by way of an ac- 
count of the emancipatory possibilities embedded in the reflective aes- 
thetic experience itself, Jauss's aesthetics makes for a discriminating 
assessment of the value of popular works. According to Adorno, pop- 
ular works, which by definition, pander to the demand of a contem- 
porary public for a reassuring evasion of disconcerting truth, invite 
only a trivial, affirmative reception. For Jauss, by contrast, various 
popular works are quite as capable as yielding the emancipatory 
potentialities of an aesthetic experience as works of " high" art are. 
There is, forJauss, no reason in principle to assume the popular work 
incapable of sustaining the balance between disinterested contemplation 
and testing participation which he takes as vital to the reflective aes- 
thetic experience. Radnoti sides with Jauss here, maintaining that: 
"The contrast between a high culture that opposes the world and a low 
culture that stands in the midst of it proves to be unfounded: even the 
mass production of low culture tends to produce other worlds .. ."32 

30. Jauss, "Sketch" 95. 
31. See Jauss, "Interaction Patterns of Identification with the Hero" (Hereafter 

"Interaction Patterns"), Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutic, trans. M. Shaw (Min- 
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982). 

32. Sandor Radnoti, "Mass Culture" Telos 48 (Summer 1981). 
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Jauss's proposed demarcation between a repudiated norm-affirming 
"spellbound" reception and an endorsed norm-creating morally free 
identification with an exemplary instance provides, furthermore, a 
platform for a discriminating assessment of the various experiments in 
avant-gardist literature. The avant-garde, Jauss maintains, typically 
uses a long-established literary technique of ironic identification. He 
describes the characteristic functioning of this technique as follows: 

Ironic identification refers to a level of aesthetic reception 
where an expectable identification is held out to the spec- 
tator or reader only to be subsequently refused or 
ironized. Such procedures or ironizing identification and 
the destruction of illusion serve to pull the recipient out 
of his unreflected inadvertance to the aesthetic object and 
thus prompt his aesthetic and moral reflection. They may 
aim at quickening his aesthetic activity and making him 
aware of the pre-conditions of fiction, unnamed rules of 
reception or alternative possibilities of interpretation.33 

This properly provocative use of ironic identification is contrasted with 
a use of experimental techniques designed only to provoke an "enjoy- 
able scandal." The distinctive aesthetic enjoyment involves "self-enjoy- 
ment in the enjoyment of what is other." The merely "contentless lan- 
guage experiment" typical of the commercialized avant-garde is un- 
able to provoke an enjoying, interpretative participation in the art ob- 
ject and, missing out on the horizon-widening aspect of the aesthetic 
experience, promotes only an affirmative, "scandalized" self-enjoy- 
ment. 

The two main aspects of Jauss's conception of the horizon-wid- 
ening, emancipatory social function performed by the aesthetic can be 
tied to two central moments in his characterization of the aesthetic 
experience. Jauss attempts, in the first place, to revive aspects of 
Schiller's conception of the power of the aesthetic education in re- 
storing the alienated personality of modernity to a totality. Given the 
"shrunken experience," the dislocation and pluralism of social roles in 
modernity, the aesthetic assumes, according to Jauss, the task of pre- 
serving "the experience of the world others have and thus (safe- 
guarding) a common horizon which, the cosmological whole being 
gone, art can most readily sustain."34 

33. Jauss, "Interaction Patterns" 182. 
34. Jauss, "Sketch" 78. 
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At this point, the genuinely problematic aspects inJauss's undertaking 
become apparent. Against the well-known view of Luklcs, Goldmann 
and others, Jauss proposes that art in contemporary society does not 
reflect the breakdown of totality but is, on the contrary, able to restore 
a shared horizon. Yet Jauss cannot properly derive this suggestion 
from his analysis of the form of the aesthetic experience itself. The 
contention that art is able to restore a shared horizon is based on a 
problematic shift of perspective within Jauss's argument. From a con- 
ception of the aesthetic as an imaginative participation in the irreal aes- 
thetic object, Jauss attempts to derive an account of the aesthetic as an 
opening up to the recipient of the experiences of others. This is, how- 
ever, an illegitimate transition for in Jauss's analysis, there is no basis 
for an assessment of the ideological content of either the consciousness 
of the recipient or the standpoint represented in the work. There is, 
therefore, no foundation for the proposition that the aesthetic experi- 
ence opens up our horizons to worlds which are significantly other. 

This problematic shift in levels of analysis reappears in Jauss's de- 
scription of the second main dimension of the emancipatory character 
of the aesthetic. Jauss suggests that not only does the aesthetic experi- 
ence mean the preservation of a common horizon as testing participa- 
tion in the world of others, but it also promotes in the recipient a crit- 
ical reflection on the limits of the concrete self. The reflective aesthetic 
experience permits an imaginative confrontation with the experience 
of others and hence allows the self-disclosure of the limits of the sub- 
ject's own experience.35 The reflective character of aesthetic activity 
means, in Habermas's words, a shaking of the "dogmatism of life 
practices."36 

It may be useful here to consider Ricoeur's rather different formula- 
tion of the same theme. Although he approaches the construction of 
the aesthetic distantiation in the context of an account of the funda- 
mentally metaphoric character of the art object, and not from the 
standpoint of the disinterest essential to the aesthetic attitude, 
Ricoeur's view of the mediation of aesthetic identification by reflective 
distantiation is not unlike Jauss's. Ricoeur states: 

35. Jauss, "Sketch" 32. 
36. Jiirgen Habermas, "A Review of Gadamer's Truth and Method," Understanding 

and Social Enquiry, eds. F. Dallmayr and T. McCarthy (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 
1977) 357. 
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The final and radical form of the distantiation is the ruin of 
the ego's pretension to constitute itself as ultimate origin. The 
ego must assume for itself the imaginative variations on reality 
that literature and poetry, more than any other form of dis- 
course, engender. It is this style of "response to... that her- 
meneutics opposes to the idealism of self-responsibility.37 

It seems that for Ricoeur, as forJauss, the subject of the aesthetic expe- 
rience emerges like Habermas's disillusioned subject. The subject is 
"no longer blinded by the illusion of an absolute self-grounded au- 
tonomy and does not detach itself from the soil of contingency on 
which it finds itself."38 

Jauss is again faced with a serious problem in his efforts to derive 
this account of the socially significant, ego-challenging impact of the 
receptive experience from his analysis of the specificity of the aesthetic 
attitude. Lukics and Brecht had always attempted to extract their re- 
spective conceptions of the emancipatory impact of the art work from 
their analyses of both the specificform of the receptive experience and 
from their various assessments of the ideological import, the "truth 
value," of the work of art. Jauss, by contrast, hopes to construct an ac- 
count of the emancipatory impact of art by means only of an analysis 
of the specific form of the aesthetic experience. Yet it seems thatJauss's 
account of the aesthetic experience as playful, imaginative "free" par- 
ticipation in the irreal world of the work does not have the discrimi- 
nating power to which it pretends. After all, we may quite consistently 
adopt a free, imaginative aesthetic attitude towards works which offer 
merely affirmative artistic representations of our own familiar world. 
As it stands, the conception of the specificity of the aesthetic experi- 
ence described byJauss is unable to discriminate between merely affir- 
mative activity and critical negative receptive activity. 

In his major essay on the history and theory of the aesthetic, Jauss 
suggests that Adorno's Aesthetic Theory and his own reception aesthetics 
represent the contemporary articulation of the two alternative traditions 
within philosophical aesthetics: on the one side, Adorno's typically 
Platonic preoccupation with the truth value of the art object and, on 
the other, a reception aesthetic continuation of an Aristotelean con- 
cern with art as a way of promoting emotions and forms of behaviors. 

37. Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, trans. J.B. Thompson (Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press,1981) 113 -114. 

38. Habermas, "A Review" 357. 
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Yet, as Heller, Wolin and others have argued, today there are funda- 
mentally new lines of division within aesthetics. These tend to cut 
across traditional oppositions.39 The new radical alternatives can be 
formulated as either an affirmation of the critical opposition to a re- 
pressive present available to an autonomous art, or the post-modernist 
assumption of a "benign ethic of adjustment"'4 between art and life. 
The contemporary lines of dispute mark an opposition between an 
aesthetic which attempts to preserve an account of the critical, 
oppositional character of the work of art as an ideal, and a post-mod- 
ernism which repudiates all critical norms and embraces a democratic 
pluralism as its only value. 

In the light of this new set of alternatives, Adorno's negative aes- 
thetics andJauss's reception aesthetics appear as two very different for- 
mulations of a commonly recognized aspiration. Both hold that for 
aesthetic theory, the discovery of a reservoir of critical values in art is a 
vital task. Yet neither Adorno, who finds it necessary to sacrifice the at- 
tempt to discover a practical role for art in order to preserve its critical 
negativity, nor Jauss, who fails to locate the basis for an account of the 
emancipatory possibilities of the receptive activity within his analysis of 
the specificity of the aesthetic attitude, offer satisfactory accounts of the 
ideal of art as a source of socially significant, critical values. The at- 
tempt to overturn Adorno's conception of the alternatives open to a 
contemporary aesthetic and the pursuit of a resurrected account of the 
possibility of a democratic, emancipatory role for art in modernity is 
an important task. Today we are confronted with a post-modernism 
convinced of the impotence of critical reason, and the inescapability of 
traditional norms and conventions, which limits itself to a mere insis- 
tence on non-denominant relations between them. To the extent that 
his aesthetics preserves an Enlightenment aspiration to a free, 
nonrepressive human existence while condemning the defeat of this 
ideal at the hands of an instrumental reason run wild, Adorno's work 
is fully opposed to anti-Enlightenment post-modernism. Yet, insofar 
as Adorno underlines a necessary dislocation between the critical 
values of the modernist work and the demands and objectives of a 
mass public, his aesthetics testifies to the practical defeat of this aspira- 
tion and hence, is unable to offer an effective rejoinder to an affir- 
mative post-modernism. 

39. See Richard Wolin, "Modernism vs. Post-Modernism," Telos 62 (1984-85) and 
Agnes Heller, "Lulk~cs and the Holy Family," Telos 62 (1984-85). 

40. Wolin, "Modernism and Post-Modernism" 18. 
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This essay has considered one substantial attempt to locate an 
emancipatory aesthetics in the conditions of modernity. Ultimately, 
however, Jauss's attempt to construct an account of the critical 
possibilities of the work of art on the basis of an analysis of the dy- 
namics specific to the aesthetic experience is unable to provide a basis 
for discriminating between affirmative and negative receptive activity. 
Although his description of the ego-challenging possibilities of the aes- 
thetic experience as participation in other worlds may appear intui- 
tively appropriate, Jauss's attempt to understand the experience he de- 
scribes strictly in terms of the dynamics of the specificity of the aes- 
thetic is inadequate. In order to ascertain the critical possibilities of the 
aesthetic participation in the irreal world of the work of art as, signifi- 
cantly, the world of others, it is necessary to support the analysis of the 
form of the receptive activity with a sociological account of both the 
consciousness brought to the receptive act and the ideological import 
of the world opened up by the work of art. 
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