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The Concept of Autonomy
If in traditional societies, whose universe was governed by the notion of

cyclical time, where the predictable and familiar position of the sun in the sky
would prescribe the rhythm of daily life, the dominant category of aesthetics
was that of beauty, in modern societies, where the flow of life has been all but
reduced to a series of minutely subdivided instants, that is, to the calculations
of time-clock and stop-watch, the predominant category of aesthetics has
becomes that of dissonance. As if in direct response to the rationalized fabric of
social life, the very concept of art today has virtually turned itself inside out,
and all serious thought about art must take this fact as its point of departure. At
present, the only true art is dissonant art, for it alone remains faithful to the
present-day capacity for lived experience — a fundamental incapacity. As such
its truth content is two-fold. First, by virtue of its 'sinister' qualities, dissonant
art is the only art that retains the courage to call society by its actual name. It
steadfastly refuses to pass over the anguish of existence in silence. At the same
time, the concept of modern art does not rest contented at the level of mere
identification. By simultaneously distancing itself from the conventions of
society in an increasingly radical manner, by treating society as its adversary, its
other, dissonant art stands at the living indictment of society. One of the
essential traits of modernism is its radical autonomy, its firm refusal to
participate in the utilitarian mill of social life. By virtue of this autonomy,
modernism both saves itself from incorporation into the reifying network of
commodity production and also polemicizes against this sphere as being
inimical to spirit. By shattering the omnipresent semblance of well-being, a
chief weapon in late capitalism's ideological arsenal of legitimation techniques,
dissonant art lays bare the substratum of suffering and strife that lie beneath
society's pretension to being Reason incarnate. In consequence of its growing
need for autonomy, modern art increasingly takes leave of a mimetic, realistic
approach to the representation of reality — the approach paradigmatic for the
early Lukacs' so-called 'integrated civilizations' ' — in favor of a more
spiritualized, expressionistic orientation. The consequences of such
development for the discipline of aesthetics are nothing less than 'world
historical.' This is the situation with which Adorno commences his
Aesthetische Theorie: "It has become self-evident that that which concerns art
is no longer self-evident, neither in relation to itself, nor in relation to the whole
— nor even in relation to its right to exist."2 For in contrast to the essentially
harmonious, rounded, totality-oriented great works of the past, modern art is
distinguished by a decidedly fragmentary, problematical character. It is a

1. Georg Lukacs, Theory of the Novel (Cambridge, 1971).
2. TheodorW. Adorno, Aesthetische Theorie (Frankfurt, 1974), p. 9. Subsequent references

will appear in parentheses.
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difference that is perhaps best exemplified in the drastically altered fate of
narrative structure from Homer to Joyce. As such, Aesthetische Theorie
constitutes a monumental effort to vindicate modernism, to authenticate its
'right to exist' from a historico-philosophical point of view, however precarious
that right might appear in contrast with the grandeur of classical works of art.

The expression 'autonomous art' serves to distinguish the relationship in
which modernism stands vis-a-vis the social matrix from which it emanates as
opposed to the more integrated relation of traditional works of art. As Walter
Benjamin demonstrates in his pioneering essay, "The Work of Art in the Era of
Mechanical Reproduction,"3 until quite recently the production of works of
art has been tied to a cultic function. The existence was, to begin with, linked to
the legitimation of traditional cultural formations, e.g., in magic, myth, and
religion. Today, art's relation to cult survives in the form of entertainment
dispensed by the culture industry. As cult objects the being for self of art is
sacrificed for the sake of the transmission of 'other-worldly' truth. Cave
drawings (magic), Homer's Iliad (myth) and medieval Christian painting
(religion) illustrate the succession of cultic guises art assumes in the course of
the historical march of 'disenchantment.' 4 Only with the nascent radical
secularization of life forms in the Renaissance, a process that is coincident
with the world-historical turn to this-worldly concerns characteristic of the
capitalist spirit, does art begin to emancipate itself from its embeddedness in
religious world views and thus begin to discover its own inherent possibilities.
The process of art's coming to self-consciousness or autonomy is vigorously
renewed in the 19th century with romanticism and I'artpour I'art. Viewed from
a socio-cultural perspective, both movements originate in rebellion against the
increasingly unspiritual, prosaic nature of life under capitalism in its
entrepreneurial phase, a life with which the 'beautiful soul' will tolerate no
intercourse. Hence, the artistic consciousness seeks refuge in the sovereign,
subjective power of the creative spirit, in the 'affirmative' preserve of culture
where the positive values that are repulsed in reality itself can be realized, albeit
in sublimated form. Such are the historical origins of radical aesthetic
autonomy.

With the proliferation of avant-garde groups in the 20th century — cubism,
futurism, dadism, expressionism and surrealism all originate within a 20-year
period — the concept of autonomy is pushed to a new extreme. However, if
originally the emancipation of art from its implication in cult appeared as an
unleashing of possibilities seemingly infinite in scope, as a tremendous
enhancement of potential, at the same time, as Adorno points out, this newly
gained independence remains incapable of fully compensating for the loss of
'self-evidence' previously enjoyed by art, i.e., the disappearance of the secure
and unproblematical relation in which it stood to society as a cult-object. For
the avant-garde, this profound absence of traditional structure results in a

3. Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New York, 1973), pp. 217-253.
4. Max Weber was one of the first to observe the fact that the development of the forms of

artistic creation in the West (in particular music) closely parallels the process of Entzauberung
(disenchantment) or the rationalization of life forms in general.
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serious crisis of identity and direction. The unprecedented rapid succession of
avant-garde trends in this century is indicative of this crisis, of the fact that art
is no longer certain as to how it should comport itself. Ideally, in keeping with
the global tendency toward secularization, post-cultic art would like to
transpose the image of reconciled life it carries within itself from earlier
transcendent point of reference to an immanent resting place. Yet, in the face
of the manifestly unreconciled character of social life in this century, the idea of
providing a false semblance of reconciliation becomes increasingly
insupportable to it. Modernism recognizes the fact that the ideal of giving free
reign to beauty, paradigmatic for 19th century I'art pour I'art (Impressionism,
Mallarm6), becomes flatly incompatible with the congealed fabric of social life
as the network of commodity relations becomes all-dominant. Given the
horrors perpetuated by the so-called 'advanced' nations in this century,
beautiful art risks irrelevance — embalmment in museums, the mausoleums of
culture. In consequence, modern art falls victim to the following debilitating
antinomy: if, on the one hand, it fetishizes its autonomy, it remains open to the
criticism of privilege and aloofness vis-a-vis the condition of unfreedom that
afflicts society as a whole; on the other hand, if it should renounce its autonomy
and instead seek immanence, it finds itself implicated in a web of
heteronomous, functional relations — a regression to cult. This is the labor of
Sisyphus confronting modernism, art after the fall from its state of naivete. It
must remain far enough removed from the fray to prevent itself from being
swallowed up by it, yet at the same time close enough to keep from appearing
frivolous and self-indulgent in grave times.

The Benjamin-Adorno Debate
The antinomy receives its classical formulation in a series of letters

exchanged between Adorno and Walter Benjamin in the 1930's.5 Benjamin,
whose position is set forth in his aforementioned "The Work of Art" essay,
argues from a historical materialist standpoint for the necessity that art shed its
autonomy, for it to become 'engaged'. Basing his position somewhat
unreflectively on Marx's infamous specification of relationship betwen forces of
production and relations of production, which shall lead to the inevitable
attainment of socialism (once the outmoded relations of production, which
have, unwittingly, become a fetter to the further development of the forces of
production, have the good sense to make themselves accord with the latter once
again), Benjamin attempts to attribute an identical dialectic to the domain of
art, on the basis of revolutionary new developments in the sphere of the
technical reproduction of works of art. Benjamin is thinking mainly of new
techniques in printing and in the reproduction of paintings; but also of the
fields of photography and film. Such unprecedented developments in the
domain of the 'forces of artistic production' result, according to Benjamin, in
monumental changes in the sphere of reception. Above all, the aura of the
traditional non-mechanically reproduced work of art disintegrates, its special
originality and uniqueness and thus its hallowed character. The aura is "the

5. The most important letters in this debate have been translated into English in an anthology
Aesthetics and Politics (London, 1977), pp. 110-141.
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unique phenomenon of distance, however close [an object] may be." 6 "One
might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches the
reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many
reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence."7

For Benjamin, the dissolution of the aura effectively undermines the
condition of inimitable uniqueness which is the basis of the affirmative art of
the 19th century. The result is the disintegration of the 'religion of pure art,'
Vart pourl'art (perceived as an intra-aesthetic regression to cult), the necessary
diffusion of art throughout the domain of everyday life. One no longer need go
to a cultural shrine, a museum, to see an impressionist painting. By obtaining
the print, it can be viewed in the humble surroundings of one's own home. But
even more importantly, with the tremendously increased potential for viewing
art on a mass basis represented by film — theoretically, tens of thousands of
persons can view a film simultaneously all over the world — the ideal subject for
the reception of autonomous bourgeois art, the solitary, isolated individual, is
rendered superfluous. According to Benjamin, if the traditional aesthetic
subject was passively absorbed by the object of contemplation, film, by virtue of
the principle of montage, its shock-effect (notions Benjamin takes over from
surrealism and Brecht's Epic Theater) alienates the viewer, thus forcing him
to assume an active relation to the object. The changed conditions of artistic
production described by Benjamin thus have the advantageous result of
rendering traditional, private conditions of aesthetic reception obsolete and
paving the way for a more generalizable, mass reception that is ideally suited to
the dissemination of the political views espoused by Benjamin during this
period. Thus, in 1936, he greets the phenomenon of the dissolution of the aura
with great enthusiasm, even though this process signifies nothing less than the
end of art as we have known it, i.e., bourgeois autonomous art, and its
re-integration within the everyday sphere of utilitarian interests — a
circumstance which paradoxically would eliminate the precondition for
Benjamin's earlier theological, esoteric approach to criticism.

Adorno presents a many-sided penetrating critique of Benjamin's
unswerving belief in the emancipatory potential embodied in the new means of
mechanical reproduction. Paradoxically, his critique makes use of arguments
set forth by the early Benjamin in an effort to counter his rigid employment of
materialist categories.8 Adorno not only takes Benjamin to task for his
uncritical acceptance of historical materialist methodology ("God knows there
is only one truth. . . [and] there is more of this truth in Nietzsche's Genealogy of
Morals than in Bukharin's ABC's of Communism"9), but especially for his
failure to take into account the very real possibility of an apocryphal end of

6. Benjamin, op.cit., p. 222.
7. Ibid., p. 221.
8. Cf. Andrew Arato's introduction to the Spring 1977 issue of the International Journal of

Sociology (which is devoted to Benjamin), "The Antinomies of the Neo-Marxian Theory of
Culture," pp. 3-25. Fora lucid exposition of Benjamin's position at the time of "The Work of Art"
essay, see Heinz Paetzold's "Walter Benjamin's Theory of the End of Art," pp. 25-76, in the same
issue.

9. Adorno, letter to Benjamin of November 10, 1938; reprinted in Aesthetics and Politics, p.
131.
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autonomous art: that is, the fact that the new mechanical techniques lauded
by Benjamin might equally lay themselves open to manipulative rather than
emancipatory uses. In contrast to Benjamin's optimistic view, Adorno fears
that the actual demise of autonomous art would also result in the elimination of
the essential critical capacity which art retains only by virtue of having elevated
itself above the domain of social interests. Given the extension of the reifying
logic of commodity production (rationalization) to all spheres of bourgeois life
in the 20th century — political administration, law, culture, etc. — the sources
of qualitative opposition to that logic were already precariously few in number.
An apocryphal end of art would entail the disintegration of the aura without
the authentic transpostion of its Utopian promise to the domain of social life
itself.10 Art would thereby prematurely integrate itself within the realm of
practical ends, thus renouncing the auratic promesse de bonheur, its moment
of transcendence and giving itself over to the manipulative abuse of dominant
interests. In light of fascism's crass aestheticization of political violence, on the
one hand, and the degeneration of art to the status of entertainment at the
hands of the 'culture industry' on the other, Adorno's fear that the potential for
a more generalized reception provided by the recent changes in techniques of
artistic reproduction would have reactionary rather than progressive
consequences would seem well-founded.11

Consequently, Adorno argues for the importance of the critical elucidation
of the emancipatory potential embedded in 20th century autonomous art (for
Adorno, essentially synonomous with the 'avant-garde'), as opposed to the
notion of a 'mass art' which would have an immediate effect on social
consciousness. Thus, in contrast to Benjamin, he remains satisfied with the
more traditional bourgeois, private conditions of aesthetic reception — though
this state of affairs presents itself as a necessity rather than a virtue, he claims,
given the manipulative ends to which the more broadly disseminated use of
culture succumbs. To be sure, this conception closely resembles the position of
the 'theological' approach to criticism of the early Benjamin in his studies on
the early Romantics (1919), Goethe's Elective Affinities (1922), and, most
importantly, Trauerspiel (1925). In these studies, it was the necessarily
esoteric, redemptive significance '2 of works of art — a concept secularized by
Adorno as reconciliation — that stood out as most essential. The elevated task
of the critic consisted in laying bare the 'truth content', which is found in the
work of art itself only in a concealed, muted form, in order thereby to reveal the
relation of the work to the sphere of redeemed life. In an analogous manner,
Adorno's criticism seeks to unfold both the socially critical elements in
present-day authentic works of art, and also those moments in the work which
transcend the restricted nature of the contemporary universe of discourse by

10. This is the sense in which Herbert Marcuse speaks favorably of the Aufhebung of culture in
his 1937 essay "The Affirmative Character of Culture." Cf. Negations (Boston, 1968), pp. 88-1S3.

11. Of course, Benjamin was not wholly unaware of these possibilities and does in fact mention
them in his essay. In a large measure, the one-sidedness of his position is attributable to the
desperation of the political situation at the time.

12. For an explanation of Benjamin's use of this notion, see Jilrgen Habermas1 fine essay
"Bewusstmachende, oder rettende Kritik," in Zur Aktualitttt Walter Benjamins, Siegfried Unseld,
ed. (Frankfurt, 1972), pp. 173-223.
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virtue of which it expresses its affinities to a state of reconciliation.
According to Adorno, in its one-sided focus on mechanically reproduced

works of art and the advantages to accrue from the destruction of the aura in
such works, Benjamin's "The Work of Art" essay totally overlooks as analogous
dialectic that takes place on the plane of autonomous art itself. That is,
whereas Benjamin, at least in the essay in question, abstractly negates autono-
mous art insofar as it remains auratic, affirmative, and thus insensitive to any
moregeneralizable, emancipatory concerns, Adorno shows that the revolution
in reproduction techniques forces autonomous art itself to undergo a
transformation in structure, in consequence of which it proceeds to divest itself
of the traditional aura and most of its affirmative attributes. As he replies to
Benjamin: "Dialectical though your essay may be, it is not so in the case of the
autonomous work of art itself; it disregards an elementary experience which
becomes more evident to me every day in my own musical experience — that
precisely the uttermost consistency in the pursuit of technical laws of
autonomous art changes this art and instead of rendering it a taboo or a fetish,
brings it close to the state of freedom, of something that can be consciously
produced and made."13 In sum, Benjamin's essay conflates the aura of
traditional works of art with the notion of autonomy per se, failing to take into
account that the anti-traditional, radically articulated art of the modern
avant-garde consciously aims at the destruction of the aura and its affirmative
essense, the 'beautiful illusion' that distinguishes the religion of art. By
recognizing the indifference of its own obsession with beauty in the face of the
increasing devastation of society (a process of self-consciousness that
crystallizes around the time of WW I), I'art pour I'art declares war on its own
ostrich-like complacency. There is no surer illustration of this process than
Dadaism's open mockery of affirmative art.14 This insight constitutes the
programmatic basis of Adorno's musicological studies, as he demonstrates
superbly, above all, in relation to Schonberg's highly rationalized
compositional methods and provocative use of atonality, techniques which
prove inimical to all co-optation, all easy consumption.15 The antinomy
between autonomous, avant-garde art and committed mass art, which first
took shape in the disagreement with Benjamin in the 1930's, subsequently

13. Letter to Benjamin of March 18, 1956; in Aesthetics and Politics, pp. 17Sff. Hence,
Adorno recommends that Benjamin complement his "Work of Art" essay with a study on
Mallarmfe, which would thus demonstrate the analogous effect of this 'dialectic of technique' as it
operates on the level of autonomous art.

14. Benjamin demonstrates an incipient awareness of this phenomenon insofar as he views
Dada as a 'transitional genre," a precursor of film, which has not yet, however, fully made use of the
technical means historically available: "The history of every art form shows critical epochs in which
a certain art form aspires to effects which could be fully obtained only with a changed technical
standard, that is to say, in a new art form. The extravagances and crudites of art which thus
appear, particularly in the so-called decadent epochs, actually arise from the richest historical
energies. In recent years, such barbarisms were abundant in Dadaism. It is only now that its
impulse becomes discernible: Dadaism attempted to create by pictorial — and literary — means
the effects which the public seeks today in film." Benjamin op.cit., p. 237. In his letter of March 18,
1936, Adorno praises these insights and points out how well they accord with the sections on
'bombast' and 'horrors' of the 1925 Trauerspiel book.

15. For a clear statement of Adorno's early position on SchSnberg, see his 1934 essay "On the
Social Situation of Music," Telos 35 (Spring 1978), pp. 129-165.
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became a cornerstone for Adorno's later reflections on aesthetics (with Adorno,
of course, defending the former position), forming the point of departure for
his future debates with Sartre's conception of 'engagement' and Lukacs'
stubborn defense of literary realism.16

De-aestheticization, the Aesthetics of Ugliness and Enlightenment
In Aesthetische Theorie Benjamin's notion of the de-auraticization of art

becomes the concept of de-aestheticization [Entkunstung], which signifies a
final dissolution of the essential aesthetic qualities which have up until this
century been inseparable from the concept of art itself. For Adorno,
de-aestheticization is a consequence of art's avid utilization of new and
advanced techniques (in both the spheres of aesthetic production and
reception), its self-conscious destruction of traditional, classical aesthetic
standards (beauty, harmony, symmetry, etc.), and the unprecedented distance
it assumes via-a-vis its social origins, i.e., its autonomy. Adorno considers the
legitimate representatives of the progressive side of this trend to be virtually
synonomous with those of the avant-garde. For the most part, they have already
been named: SchOnberg in the field of music, Kafka and Joyce in literature,
Beckett in theater, Kandinsky in painting, Giacommeti in sculpture and
Mallarmfe in poetry, to mention only the most prominent figures. Its retrograde
side can be seen in the culture industry in the West and in socialist realism in the
East. In both of the latter two instances, the recidivist consequences of art's
premature relinquishment of its autonomous status and subsequent
integration within the framework of the utilitarian ends of society in general
are confirmed. This is the false Aufhebung of autonomous art. Both integrated
and autonomous art make full use of the most advanced developments in the
field of artistic production, with, however, very different consequences in
relation to the question of liberation. This fact shows that the question of
correct 'technique', in and of itself, is insufficient for determining the
emancipatory potential of a work of art. 17 Through the process of
de-aestheticization, avant-garde art contests the counterfeit aura of
reconciliation projected by affirmative art, that is, the conciliatory notion that
culture should serve as the ersatz domain where the ideals that are denied by a
reified society can be realized. A trace of affirmation attaches itself to all art by
virtue of its striving toward totality, its attempt to present the appearance of

16. For Sartre's position, see Literature and Existentialism (New York, 1969); for that of
Lukacs, see Realism in our Time (New York, 1971). The English translations of Adorno's critiques,
"Commitment" and "Reconciliation under Duress," can be found in Aesthetics and Politics, pp.
151195.

17. The position taken by Benjamin in his essay "The Author as Producer" (1934): "By
mentioning technique I have named the concept that makes literary products accessible to
immediate social, and therefore materialist, analysis. At the same time, the concept of technique
represents the dialectical starting point from which the sterile dichotomy of form and content can
be surmounted. And furthermore this concept of technique contains within itself the right way to
determine the relation between tendency and quality. . . . If, then, we were entitled earlier on to
say that the correct political tendency of a work includes its quality because it includes its literary
tendency, we can now affirm more precisely that this literary tendency may consist in the
progressive development of a literary technique or in a regressive one." Understanding Brecht
(London, 197S), pp. 87-88.
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completeness or self-sufficiency, whereby fulfillment in art can substitute for
the lack of fulfillment in life. Adorno describes this tendency toward
affirmation, as it develops in post-cultic art, as follows: "Through its inevitable
break with theology, with the absolute truth of the claim of salvation, a
secularization without which art would never have flourished, it is condemned
to grant consolation to being, to existence; a consolation which, deprived of
the hope of an Other, reinforces the spell from which the autonomy of art
wanted to free itself. Even the principle of autonomy is suspected of providing
such consolation: by affecting to posit an external totality, rounded, closed
unto itself, this image is transferred to the world in which art finds itself, the
world which produces it" (Aesthetische Theorie, p. 10). The fragmentariness
of de-aesthetcized works of art originates in opposition to the concept of totality
and the false reconciliation that concept implies. Radical de-aestheticization is
the product of an era in which the contradiction between the symbolic
reconciliation projected in art and actual unreconciled condition of the world
as a whole has become intolerable. This contradiction, which goes far toward
accounting for the sense of bad conscience that comes to haunt modern art — a
product of the apparent injustice of art's freedom vis-a-vis the unfreedom of
society — explains the unprecedented extremes to which modernism has
recourse, its bombast, exaggeration and shock-effects, in the attempt to divest
itself convincingly of its affirmative character. As Adorno remarks: "In face of
that which reality becomes, the affirmative essence of art — ineluctable for it
— has become insupportable to it. Art is forced to turn against that which
constitutes its own concept and, consequently, becomes uncertain to its
innermost fiber" (A.T., p. 10).

Adorno's guiding intention in Aesthetische Theorie, to provide a
justification for modernism, is very much indebted to the method of
interpretation originally employed by Walter Benjamin in his great work,
Ursprung des Deutschen Trauerspiels.16 In particular, Adorno's understan-
ding of modernism in terms of the category of 'de-aestheticization' closely
parallels Benjamin's analysis of the art of the Baroque era in light of the
concept of the 'ruin'. For the great artistic achievements of both epochs consist
of fragments rather than perfect works. The production of perfect works is
given over to epigones: both periods are eras of historical decline and therefore
temperamentally unsuited to the 'noble simplicity' of classical works of art; yet,
nevertheless, they are both characterized by a relentless 'will to art',19 a fact
which accounts for the unconventional form assumed by their creations. In the
Prologue to the Trauerspiel book, Benjamin explicitly acknowledges the
parallel between the era he is considering and the contemporary phenomenon
of expressionism: "For like expressionism, the Baroque is not so much as age of
genuine artistic achievement as an age possessed of an unremitting artistic will.
This is true of all periods of so-called decadence. The supreme reality in art is
the isolated self-contained work. But there are times when the well-wrought

18. English translation: Origin of German Tragic Drama (London, 1977).
19. Kunstwollen, the term developed by the German art historian Alois Riegl in Die

Spatrdmische Kunstindustrie (1901) — a work Benjamin later said had influenced him greatly.
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work is only within reach of the epigone. These are periods of'decadence' in the
arts, the periods of artistic will." 20 The fragmentary works of modernism
represent the contemporary counterpart to the ruins of the Baroque era.
Benjamin's analysis of Trauerspiel proceeds on the basis of a
historico-philosophical perspective: in an era of decadence, in which meaning
is no longer immanent to life and the world thus becomes colored by an
overarching sense of confusion and uncertainty, the creation of beautiful,
totality-oriented works of art can only appear illusory — a false consolation.
From this perspective, he was able to indicate the important features which
differentiate the profane nature of Baroque Trauerspiel from the sublime
world of Greek tragedy — for until Benjamin's monumental study, Baroque
drama was commonly misunderstood as a failed, inconsummate variant of
classical tragedy — thereby demonstrating the historico-philosophical
appropriateness of Trauerspiel's seemingly unconscionable excresences, i.e.,
the appropriateness of this genre in a historical age of decline. For the ruins of
Trauerspiel are the conscious expression of the Baroque conception of history
as natural history, that is, a history bent on an inevitable course of decay and
decline: "Whereas in the symbol destruction is idealized and the transfigured
face of nature is fleetingly revealed in the light of redemption, in allegory [0/
the Baroque] the observer is confronted with the fades hippocratica of nature
as a petrified, primordial landscape. Everything about history that, from the
very beginning, has been untimely, sorrowful, unsuccessful, is expressed in a
face — or rather in a death's head. And although such a thing lacks all symbolic
freedom of expression, all classical proportion, all humanity — nevertheless,
this is the form in which man's subjection to nature is most obvious. . . . This is
the heart of the allegorical way of seeing, of the baroque secular explanation of
history as the Passion of the world; its importance resides solely in the stations
of its decline."21 Benjamin's Trauerspiel study represents a watershed in the
field of aesthetics, insofar as his compelling critical rehabilitation of that lost
and forgotten genre, for all Trauerspiets bombast and extravagance, serves to
validate the idea of fragmentary art in historical ages of decline, in opposition
to the traditional aesthetic values of allegedly timeless, 'classical' standards.
Similarly, in Aesthetische Theorie, Adorno attempts to provide a
historico-philosophical justification of modernism by showing the irrelevance
of classical standards for its fragmentary creations and the retrograde
ideological intention of beautiful, rounded works in the 'problematic' era of
late capitalism. In its struggle against the illusion of reconciliation provided by
such works, de-aestheticized art, from Baudelaire to Beckett, embraces the
manifestations of decline, society's ruins, as if in order to wake a somnambulate
humanity from the nightmare of the always-the-same [das Immergleiche] to
which it has fallen victim. Rather than willfully participate in the mass
deception that parades in the guise of humanity — but which in truth is always
a cover for inhumanity — today art must, according to Adorno, forsake the
realm of beautiful semblance for the sake of the accumulated suffering that is

20. Benjamin, op.cit., p. 55.
21. Ibid., p. 166.
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otherwise glossed over. In this sense, the grotesqueries of modernism represent
a living testament to the present state of non-identity, that is, a state in which
the 'rational' and the 'real' do not yet coincide. If "all reification is a
forgetting," 22 modernism refuses to let society forget. The revulsion with
which the partisans of high culture condemn the 'decadence' of modern art is,
psychologically speaking, an act of resistance to a scar that runs deep. By
seemingly revelling in the ruins and debris of social life, modernism seeks, in
accordance with the idea of ideology-critique, to confront the appearance of
reconciliation and well-being which society projects with the fetic underbelly
that lies at its core in fact.

Adorno observes that one of the salient features of the process of
de- aestheticization, which is decisive for modernism, is its rehabilitation of the
concept of uglinessP By making ugliness thematic, modernism emphasizes its
solidarity with the oppressed, the non-identical, those elements of society that
have been anathematized by the dominant powers of social control; it thus
seeks to give voice to those forces that are commonly denied expression in the
extra-aesthetic world. Perhaps nowhere does the significance of ugliness for
modernism reverberate more clearly than in the title selected by Baudelaire for
his major collection of poems, Les Fleurs de mal. The notion that something
ugly can be 'beautiful', that in fact it can be beautiful precisely because it is
ugly, opens immense, previously untapped horizons of experience for art and
ultimately leaves its mark on modernism in all its forms. One of the great
achievements of modernism has been not only a tremendous democraticization
of the subject matter of art, but also an important extension of the boundaries
of the permissible in art. At the same time, in comparison with the nobility of
classical works, this phenomenon cannot help but appear as a detriment.
Whereas, for example, classical tragedy dwelt on the plane of ideals and
absolutes, the fate of its princely heroes being synonomous with the destiny of
humanity in general, the common stock hero of the 19th century novel is
consigned to the contingency of his own subjective particularity. In his lectures
on aesthetics, Hegel had already taken note, in the case of Romanticism, of
the pronounced tendency toward the incorporation of increasingly ignoble,
unrefined themes in art, in contrast to the consistently more exalted concerns of
classical art. Yet, he perceived only the negative side of this development: "The
actual configuration in Romantic art, in respect of external appearance, does
not essentially get beyond ordinary reality proper, and it is by no means averse
from harbouring this real existence in its finite deficiency and determinacy.
Thus this means the disappearance of that ideal beauty which lifts the
contemplation of the external away above time and the traces of evanescence in
order to give existence to the bloom of beauty instead of its otherwise stunted
appearance. Romantic art no longer has as its aim the representation of the
free vitality of existence with its infinite tranquility and immersion of the soul in
the corporeal, of this life as such in its own very essential nature; on the

22. Letter from Adorno to Benjamin of February 29, 1940. Cf. Adorno, Ueber Walter
Benjamin (Frankfurt, 1970), p. 159.

23. Cf. Aesthetische Theorie, pp. 74-86.
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contrary, it turns its back on this summit beauty; it intertwines its inner being
with the contingency of the external world and gives unfettered play to the bold
lines of the ugly."24

On the other hand, by insuring that it is useless for all decorative purposes,
the aesthetics of ugliness simultaneously polemicizes against the affirmative
illusions of the culture industry and attempts to win back the serious intentions
proper to art. In historico-philosophical terms, Adorno interprets modernism's
thematization of ugliness as a reaction against the 'dialectic of
enlightenment',25 the logic of civilization. Enlightenment is synonomous with
the principle of rational control. In order to elevate himself above the level of a
merely natural existence and thus arrive at self-consciousness as a species, man
must first learn to subjugate his own inner nature, i.e., become attuned to the
renunciations demanded by the reality principle necessary for the level of
cooperation required for the conquest of external nature. Yet, in the end, the
logic of enlightnment backfires. The rigidification of the ego is ultimately so
extreme that the original telos of the process, the pacification of the struggle for
existence and the attainment of a state of reconciliation with nature, is
eventually lost sight of; and the means to this end, the domination of nature, in
enthroned as an end in itself. According to Adorno's philosophy of social
evolution, the dialectic of enlightenment signifies the 'progression' from the
domination of nature to the domination of men. For once the subject comes to
perceive itself as absolute and its other, nature, as pure stuff of domination, this
logic ultimately has its revenge on the subject, which forgets that the other is a
moment internal to it, i.e., man, too, is part of nature and is consequently
victimized by his own ruthless apparatus of control.26 The aesthetics of
ugliness, therefore, reminds civilization of the stage of development prior to the
rational individuation of the species in face of primordial nature, the stage of
its undifferentiated unity with nature, a moment of weakness civilization has
attempted to repress from memory. This is the pre-historical stage when
incliniation and desire were given free reign, faculties suppressed by the ego for
the sake of the construction of civilization, and whose restoration to
prominence would constitute a prerequisite for the attainment of a state of
reconciliation. Modernism's recourse to ugliness thus signifies an eruption of
sensuality in protest against its repression on the part of the rational ego. As
such, the thematization of ugliness represents a direct assault on enlightened
subjectivity's horror of the unformed, its aversion in face of that which has
escaped the levelling, identitarian stamp of 'civilized' life. For civilization is
seized by an overwhelming, irrational fear of relapse into that primordial,
pre-individualized state against which it struggled so concertedly to free itself
that, at present, it has become tragically incapable of releasing itself from its
rigidified posture which has long since become historically superfluous. The
aesthetics of ugliness thus also serves as a disturbing reminder of the acts of

24. Cf. G.W.F. Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art I (Oxford, 1975), pp. 526-527.
25. Cf. Max Horkheirrter and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York,

1973). In this work, Adorno sets forth his theory of social evolution, which remained unchanged in
its essentials throughout the rest of his life.

26. Cf. ibid., pp. 54-57.
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barbarism and repression that were the price of civilization's 'advances', all too
civilized acts from which modern society would like to think it has freed itself,
but to whose survival modernism stands as a living testament. For Adorno, this
function becomes an inalienable feature of genuine art, viz., the role it plays in
the historical remembrance of accumulated suffering: "In a better age, it
would be preferable that art disappear, than that it forget the suffering that is
its expression and from which form draws its substance" (A.T., p. 387).

Art and Philosophical Truth
According to Hegel's philosophy of the evolutionary advance of human

spiritual life, in the modern era art has forfeited its former role as the
pre-eminent vehicle for the expression of spirit, the role it enjoyed in ancient
Greece. Hegel defines art as the sensuous embodiment of the idea. The ideal
balance between the moments of sensuousness and truth, represented in Greek
sculpture, has been surpassed in the modern world in which the higher, more
non-sensuous intellectual expression of truth, the concept, has come to
prominence. For Hegel, ours is an age of inwardness and intellectualization
par excellence, ill-suited to the restful simplicity of the sensuous representation
of truth in classical antiquity. Consequently, art itself takes on a markedly
cerebral, intellectualized guise that is fundamentally at odds with its essential
formal, i.e., sensual and classical, requirements. Art itself becomes
philosophical, a fact which underscores the urgent need for a science of
aesthetics to interpret it. This is Hegel's thesis concerning the 'death of art'; it
refers not to the literal disappearance of art, but rather to the fact that the
classical symmetry of the 'Ideal' has been irretrievably lost, that the old
guidelines of artistic creation have entered into a state of crisis, and thus the
problematic character of the new art (Romanticism) and the superior form of
spiritual expression represented by the philosophical concept. Hegel describes
this phenomenon as follows: "In all these respects art, considered in its highest
vocation, is and remains for us a thing of the past. Thereby it has lost for us
genuine truth and life, and has rather been transferred into our ideas instead of
maintaining its necessity in reality and occupying its higher place. What is now
aroused in us in works of art is not just immediate enjoyment but our judgement
also, since we subject to our intellectual consideration (i) the content of art, and
(ii) the work of art's means of presentation, and the appropriateness or
inappropriateness of both to one another. The philosophy of art is therefore a
greater need in our day than it was in days when art by itself as art yielded full
satisfaction. Art invites us to intellectual consideration, and that not for the
purpose of creating again, but for knowing philosophically what art is."2

Hegel's significant advance beyond the formalism of Kant's aesthetics was his
recognition of the fact that all art necessarily possesses a truth content that
makes it receptive to the methods of philosophical contemplation. For Kant, all
intellectual judgments concerning art are forbidden, insofar as such judgments
constitute a regression to heteronomy, to the cognitive sphere of 'interest,'
which gives rise to the possibility of subjecting works of art to ignoble,

27. Hegel, op.cit., p. 11.
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utilitarian considerations, i.e., considerations that prove inimical to their
cardinal status as formal, aesthetic objects. Consequently, according to Kant,
the absolute canon for the 'judgment' of works of art (though, strictly speaking,
all judgments are cognitive, and therefore inadmissible according to his
criteria) is a feeling of 'disinterested pleasure' [interessenloses Wohlgefallen], a
quickening of the faculties of the imagination and understanding vis-a-vis the
aesthetic object which is, ideally, universally valid for every living subject who
might encounter that object.28 According to Hegel, however, the emphasis on
the feeling of pleasure in Kant's aesthetics itself borders too closely on a relapse
into heteronomy, insofar as it makes aesthetic judgment contingent on the
'lower faculties' of inclination or desire. Consequently, for Hegel, art becomes a
full-fledged member of the domain of absolute spirit, alongside the spheres of
religion and philosophy. Through his conception of the truth content of art,
the important convergence of works of art with the notion of philosophical
truth, the crucial realization that, in addition to being objects of pleasure or
enjoyment, authentic works of art represent significant forms of cognitive
experience, becomes firmly established in the annals of the history of aesthetic
judgment.

Hegel's conviction that works of art possess an essential cognitive function
forms an important point of departure for the reflections on the philosophy of
art that make up Aesthetische Theorie. Nevertheless, according to Adorno's
interpretation, the Hegelian hierarchy of the dimensions of absolute spirit
incorporating art, religion and philosophy seems to undergo a reversal; with
art, on the basis of its having incorporated the moment of sensuousness into the
framework of its cognitive activity, supplanting philosophy as the preeminent
dimension. By virtue of the mimetic behavior that is characteristic of all works
of art, i.e., the fact that their representation ofphysical reality is always sensual
as well as spiritual or intellectual, they serve as an important corrective to the
ever-present tendency toward the hypostatization of abstract concepts inherent
to philosophical thought.2 9 Through their somatic side — precisely that aspect
of works of art that Hegel deems impure and therefore burdensome — or the
necessity that they receive embodiment in the form of colors, shapes, sounds or
images, works of art acquire an intrinsic, physical affinity with the external
world they seek to represent and thereby show themselves capable of
counteracting the 'bad abstraction' that afflicts all pure theoretical concep-
tualization. For Adorno, the 'original sin' of philosophy is the fact that it seeks
to grasp the non-conceptual through conceptual means. This is the
identitarian bias inherent to all thought, which has its origins in the 'enlighten-
ment' compulsion to make the dissimilar similar to itself in order to dominate it
— the ad infinitum reduction of the other to 'mind' or 'subject' most clearly
visible in the pan-logism of Hegelian idealism. For Adorno, if works of art can
never serve as a substitute for the tasks of philosophical cognition, their ontic
side provides them with an important advantage over the latter. Conversely,

28. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment (Oxford, 1952).
29. Cf. Adorno's important exposition of this notion in Negative Dialectics, e.g., the section

entitled "The Object's Preponderance" ("Der Vorrang der Objekts"), pp. 186-189.
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reflection on this disadvantage must become a prerequisite for all philosophical
thought which wishes to free itself from the inequities of its intrinsic identi-
tarian prejudices. Through their reliance on the mimetic faculty, works of art
preserve the idea of a radically different relation of man to nature, a relation
that ceases to be based on the principles of domination and control, and instead
seeks to give expression to spirit in conformity with the delicate contours of
nature. By virtue of their mimetic side, works of art seek to meet nature
halfway, and therefore foreshadow the ideal of a non-coercive, reconciled
relation of the species to nature.

Through their truth content, works intersect with the concerns of philo-
sophy, and this fact above all confers validity on the field of aesthetics, the
philosophical examination of art. In his detailed consideration of the complex
and many-sided relation that exists between works of art and the notion of
philosophical truth, Adorno follows a pathway originally illuminated by the
researches of the early Benjamin. For Benjamin the critical interpretation of
works of art signifies their completion and fulfillment. In no uncertain terms,
the discipline of criticism, through its 'revelation' of the truth content,
effectuates the redemption of works of art, i.e., their transposition from the
transitory medium of beautiful appearance to the eternal sphere of
metaphysical truth.30 Adorno's reflections on this subject are nearly identical
to those of Benjamin, though stripped of the pronounced theological
overtones. According to Adorno, all works of art enter into contradiction with
their 'appearance'; they inherently surpass their somatic side, and thereby give
rise to a force that transcends the sum total of their individual moments: the
idea of philosophical truth. This is their 'surplus' [das Mehr], the moment of
abstraction [Unwirklichkeit] or purely physical side. As Adorno suggests,
"Today, the metaphysics of art revolves around the question how something
spiritual, something fabricated which, according to the language of
philosophy, is 'simply posited,' can be true" {A. T., p. 198). This is the 'enigma'
that all criticism must address, the mysterious 'appearance of that which does
not appear' [Schein des Scheinlosen],31 the emergence of the truth from some-
thing that is merely 'posited' or 'fabricated,' from the work of art as a physical
entity.

The 'surplus' is the spiritual element that arises from the interplay of
tensions, the constellation of moments that comprise a work of art. It is because
of this phenomenon that works of art seemingly contain the seeds of their own
criticism within themselves. For as the element of abstraction which transcends
the sensuous side of works of art, the 'surplus' bears an intrinsic affinity with the

30. Benjamin first elaborates his conception of the redemptive mission of criticism in his
dissertation of 1919, DerBegriffder KunstkritikinderdeutschenRomantik(FianHurt, 1973). But
see also his significant comments on the methodology of criticism in his important essay "Goethes
Wahlverwantschaften" (written in 1921-22), in Gesammelte Schriften 1-1 (Frankfurt, 1974), pp.
123-203. Cf. also the Prologue to the Trauersptelstudy, where Benjamin speaks of truth not only as
the essential content of beauty, but also, in accordance with Plato's views in the Symposium, as "the
guarantor of the existence of beauty." Origin of German Tragic Drama, pp. 31-32.

31. This term Schein des Scheinlosen, is employed by Benjamin to describe the enigmatic
relation in which truth content stands to the material content of works of art at the beginning of
Part III of the Wahlverwantschaften essay. Cf. Gesammelte Schriften 1-1, pp. 123-203.
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concept. Consequently, according to Adorno, the sensible appearance of all
works gives rise to a configuration of ideas. It falls due to aesthetic reflection to
give voice to this configuration (the truth content of works of art), which the
'mutism' of the works themselves, i.e., the fact that they are able to express
themselves only indirectly by way of a non-conceptual language of signs and
imagery, remains incapable of expressing. The objective necessity for the
critical reception of works of art becomes all the more imperative under the
impact of modernism, a variety of art whose self-conscious heremeticism
seemingly implores critical elucidation.

Adorno refers to this peculiar interlacing of sensible and supersensible
elements in works of art as their 'enigmatic character' [der R&tselcharakter]. It
is the enigmatic origin of their truth content, the fact that it inexplicably issues
forth from a determinate constellation of sensible elements, that differentiates
the truth content of works of art from strictly logical, conceptual truth. For by
virtue of its mimetic structure, aesthetic truth retains an affinity with the
somatic side of things, with that ineffable dimension that remains occluded in
pure conceptualization, the fact that truth can never be securely and totally
grasped by thought. As Adorno remarks: "Works of art speak like fairies in
tales: 'you want the truth, you shall have it, but it will be unrecognizable to
you.' In discursive knowledge the truth is not disguised, but for this reason it
fails to possess the truth; as a form of knowledge, art possesses truth but only as
something that proves incommensurable to art" (A.T., p. 191).

As objectifications of spirit, all works of art participate in structures of
meaning, and therefore inherently suggest a relation to the problem of the
truth or falsehood of such meanings.32 It is at this point that the question of
truth content emerges, and also the necessity for the examination of the work of
art by criticism. The enigmatic character of aesthetic meanings, the fact that
these are always intertwined with mute, sensible elements, necessitates their
clarification on the part of criticism. As such, immanent criticism seeks to
make manifest the meanings that exist only in implicit form in the works
themselves. From this arises criticism's affinity with the idea of 'revelation.' At
the same time, insofar as each individual meaning is always implicated in a
more general, universal context of meaning, the critical reception of works of
art inevitably must take into account those extra-aesthetic, social elements
which play an essential role in the genesis of all works of art — in the language
of Walter Benjamin, that side which constitutes their 'material content.' There
is a dynamic potential to all significant works of art, such that the true expanse
of hidden meanings they contain only reveals itself in the course of historical
development, a process chronicled in the history of a work's reception. For
example, the existential ramifications of Hamlet's indecision could only
become fully apparent in the present era: for he stands as the historical
archetype of the modern introverted consciousness. Ultimately, in the dramas
of Samuel Beckett, the illusion of meaningful subjectivity is surrendered
entirely (corresponding to the disappearance of the autonomous bourgeois

32. As Adorno observes, "Nothing is thought whose truth or untruth would not also be
thought; and this is the concern of criticism" (A.T., p. 194).
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subject under the constraint of monopoly capitalism), and thus it is the very
real historical absence of meaning, the absurd, which becomes thematic for
modernism in so many cases.33 The discrepancy between the determinate,
historical, material content of works of art and the indeterminate,
trans-historical nature of their truth content further enhances their enigmatic
character and attests to that dimension of a work which remains vital and living
over the course of time. It also points to the imperative need for a fresh critical
reception of important works of art in each successive historical era.

Art and Reconciliation
For Adorno, the emancipatory potential embodied in art is never realized in

terms of the direct effect it has on society itself, but only indirectly, on the tran-
scendent plane of aesthetic form. He remains the intransigent foe of all
attempts to compromise the principle of aesthetic autonomy for the sake of
extra-aesthetic, utilitarian ends — even when such attempts seek to further an
allegedly 'progressive' political cause, as in the cases of Brecht and Sartre.
According to Adorno, in principle, the employment of art for practical or
pedagogical ends represents, in Kantian terrhs, its surrender to the hetero-
nomous sphere of 'interest,' a relinquishment of the hard-won principle of
aesthetic autonomy which almost always proves destructive to the delicate
structure of the formal law of the works themselves. In practice, the didacticism
of reception aesthetics, by its inevitable simplification of things, results in the
degeneration of art to the level of a vulgar casuistry. In truth, "Art respects the
masses by presenting itself to them as that which they might become, instead of
adapting itself to them in their degraded state" (A.T., p. 356). For Adorno, art
polemicizes most effectively against a society based on the principle of utility, or
universal being for other, by virtue of its sheer uselessness, by proving itself
inassimilable to the prevailing technocratic logic of rational purposiveness. For
by resisting utilitarian employment and uncompromisingly insisting on their
right to autonomy, works of art simultaneously foreshadow a state of reconcili-
ation : that condition of intentionless being in itself where things will no longer
be prized for their pragmatic value, their being for other, and will come to be
called by their rightful names. As Adorno observes: "Once the life of the
mind renounces the duty and liberty of its own pure objectification, it has
abdicated. Thereafter, works of art merely assimilate themselves to the brute
existence against which they protest, in forms so ephemeral (the very charge
made against autonomous works by committed writers) that from their very
first day they belong to the seminars in which they inevitably end."35

For Adorno, the 'social responsibility' of the artist is ultimately best fulfilled
after the fashion of Schonberg, Beckett and Kafka, whose works become a

33. Cf. Adorno, "Versuch das Endspiel zu Verstehen" in Noten zur Literatur II (Frankfurt,
197S), pp. 187-236.

34. The idea of reconciliation, where things are restored to an 'intentionless' state of being and
are called by their proper 'names' derives, of course, from Benjamin's conception of'redemption,' a
notion that, despite its overt theological resonances, Adorno seems to make his own on several
occasions.

35. Adorno, "Commitment," in Aesthetics and Politics, pp. 177-178.
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horrific mimesis of reification, and not by way of resolving deep-seated social
contradictions in the spurious unities of platitudinous nostrums or slogans:
"Kafka's prose and Beckett's plays. . . have an effect by comparison with which
officially committed art looks like child's play. Kafka and Beckett arouse the
Angst which existentialism merely talks abou t . . . . The inescapability of their
works compels the change of attitude which committed works merely
demand."36 If adherence to the principle of autonomy prevents modernism
from direct participation in the process of social change, it remains at one with
this project in its attempt to stir the reified sensibility from its condition of
enforced stupefaction. As such, modernism strives for the effect of 'alienation'
— a fact which Brecht knew well. It attempts to present the commonplace and
familiar in a shocking, radically different light. Yet, its wondrous affinity to the
idea of reconciliation consists in the fact that by multiplying the ruins of social
life to the second power, it obtains, in accordance with the old mathematical
axiom, a positive result. By shattering the complacency of the reified
consciousness, avant-garde art seeks to combat one of the primary obstacles to
emancipation: the phenomenon of introjected domination. Significant works
of art struggle to restore humanity's waning capacity to perceive. In the words
of Walter Benjamin, they are now-times which attempt to explode the
continuum of the always-the-same.

With the eclipse of the hope for emancipation that formerly resided with the
industrial proletariat, works of art assume an important function as the reposi-
tories of the collective hopes that are denied to humanity in reality at present.
Not only do works of art play an essential role in relation to the past, i.e., as the
'writing of history,' the remembrance of historical suffering, but they also
inherently drive beyond immediacy and serve as prefigurations of reconciled
life by virtue of their 'desire content.' For the symbolic character of works of art
always contains a claim to an immediate union with the universal; not,
however, an actual union with the latter but merely a fictive, aesthetic union.
All art, whether it chooses to acknowledge it or not, seeks to make a statement
about man's relation to the absolute; even distance from the absolute
constitutes a form of relation. This is what it symbolizes, i.e., an immediate
relation to the absolute which it purports to carry within itself. It is by virtue of
this claim that works of art constitutionally transcend the status of simple
being-there, and yet inherently point the way to transcendence, to the existence
of a not-yet-being (E. Bloch), which is nevertheless dimly perceptible on the
horizon of the present. As symbolic entities, works of art bear an important
relation to the realm of objective possibility. The profound longing for
transcendence evinced in authentic works of art, their attempt to embody the
idea of a non-degraded, unprofane spiritual totality, places them in the
forefront of the Utopian impulses of thought. For in relation to the theory of
knowledge, works of art stand as the living refutation of the Kantian

S6. Ibid., p. 191.
37. Cf. Ernst Bloch's very significant remarks concerning the Utopian content of the symbol

and the general relation between art and Utopia, in Das Prinzip Hoffnung (Frankfurt, 1959), pp.
199-203 and 929-982, passim. To say that Bloch's researches have pursued this relation to its
furthest extremes would still be something of an understatement.
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proscription against journeying into the intelligible realm, against his claim
that the concepts of our understanding "would mean nothing, were we not
always able to present their meaning in appearance, that is, in empirical
objects." For through their rational use of the faculty of the imagination,
works of art overreach the Kantian barrier of the 'objects of possible
experience,' and present, nevertheless, coherent, meaningful and often
compelling 'judgments' about objective reality; these judgments are often
more 'valid' in relation to reality than the natural-scientific judgments Kant
seeks to emulate, even if the former do not lend themselves as readily to
methods of empirical verification. Consequently, works of art offer nothing less
than a glimpse — albeit symbolic — of the intelligible world, a vision of recon-
ciliation. As Adorno observes: "Works of art do not imitate reality as much as
they exemplify its transfiguration. In the end, it would be necessary to reverse
the theory of imitation: in a sublimated sense, reality should imitate works of
art. The fact, however, that works of art exist signifies that not-being could be.
The actuality of works of art testifies to the possibility of the possible. That with
which the desire-content of works of art is concerned — the actuality of that
which is not — is transformed by them into remembrance" (A.T., pp.
199-200). Works of art thus serve as the repositories of the Utopian visions of
humanity which have hitherto been denied in reality, yet whose content would
ideally fall due to humanity in a state of reconciliation.

For Adorno, the Utopian content of art is conveyed indirectly through the
moment of form, and never explicitly in terms of content or a 'message.' All art,
even the most purely mimetic, stands in opposition to empirical reality as such,
for the idea of the reorganization of reality is inherent to the concept of form
itself. By absorbing the elements of empirical reality into the framework of the
autonomous dimension of form, by giving these elements new life, art seeks to
remedy the deficiencies of reality as simple being-there. All important art is
socially critical: by virtue of its Utopian moment, it serves as an enchanted
mirror held up to a refractory reality that confronts the latter with the hiatus
between its promises and its truth. By re-crystallizing the diffuse elements of
reality into a coherent whole, art strips the veil of contingency from them in
order that they might be apprehended in a more rarefied light. The totalizing,
synthetic and constructive character art assumes in the face of the fallen nature
of the empirical world lends it an affinity with the concept of redemption, for
by providing a refuge for those aspects of reality which are commonly denied a
home, by exposing those elements to the regenerative powers of aesthetic form,
art symbolizes the condition of salvation to which they will accede in a better
world. Through their non-violent transfiguration of the constituents of reality
in a new, dynamic constellation, works of art embody an alternative notion of
the principle of form. Where the whole subjugates the part in a rigid and
mechanical fashion, art, like society, becomes sterile. Art's non-coercive
organization of materials and elements places it in stark opposition to the
dominant principle of social organization — identitarian thought, the
elimination of differences — making it a cryptogram of reconciled life.

38. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (London, 1970), A240, B299.
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Because they do not proceed by way of the principle of identity, as concepts do
in the reduction of the other to self, but rather in their reorganization of
empirical reality remain always in part guided by the principle of resemblances
to the 'other' — a fact necessitated by their sensuous or mimetic character —
works of art incarnate the image of a resurrected relation of humanity to
nature. This would consist of a state in which the forces of production would
absorb the contours of nature into their own logic, a state in which the ratio of
identity woul be supplanted by a dialectic of self and other (A.T., p. 75).

Concluding Remarks
Some important criticism of Adorno's aesthetics have been formulated by

Lucien Goldmann in the context of a panel discussion, in which Adorno
himself was one of the participants, at the "Second International Colloquium
on the Sociology of Literature" at Royaumont, France, in January 1968.39

Both Goldmann and Adorno are in agreement in their receptiveness to the
phenomenon of modernism, to the socially critical function of its necessarily
fragmented and problematic character, in contrast, for example, to Lukacs'
cursory dismissal of avant gardism (owing to its alleged fetishization of
'decadence') and his consequent dogmatic defense of the principle of artistic
realism as the ideologically 'correct' alternative.40 Yet for Goldmann, it is
essential that the fragment itself ultimately develop into something more
positive and concrete — the idea of the philosophical system: "There is a world
which Adorno has not used — system — and this is the whole difference
between us." 41 Both Adorno and Goldmann agree on the necessity for the
individual work of art to transcend its immediate condition of speechless
particularity in the direction of philosophical criticism. All art possesses a truth
content. Criticism fulfills the muted intentions of the work of art by giving voice
to that truth content-and thereby elaborating the work's inherent connections
with the extra-aesthetic world. But Goldmann, on the basis of his Marxist
world view, still adheres to the traditional conviction that reality can be fully
grasped in systematic terms,42 an idea that Adorno has long abandoned as a
delusion attributable to the identitarian compulsiveness of rationalism — a
methodological delusion to which dialectical materialism falls victim by virtue
of its Hegelian origins. Consequently, according to Goldmann, Adorno, by
virtue of his emphasis on the notion of 'criticism' as opposed to that of
'systematic completeness,' stands as Bruno Bauer to Goldmann's Marx: "It is
basically the same old discussion between Marx's critique and Bauer's Kritische
Kritik, resumed on the contemporary level. Of course, Adorno poses the
questions in a much more refined and subtle way, but, systematically and
philosophically, the question is on the same level."43

39. "Goldmann and Adorno: To Describe, Understand and Explain," in Lucien Goldmann,
Cultural Creation in Modern Society (St. Louis, 1976), pp. 131-147.

40. For a good summary of Lukacs' position on the question of modernism versus realism, cf.
Realism in our Time (New York, 1964). But see also Lukacs' Aesthetik, 4 volumes (Neuwied and
Darmstadt, 1972).

41. Goldmann, op.cit., p. 1S7.
42. Cf. the methodological essays in Goldmann, Recherches Dialectiques (Paris, 1959).
4S. Goldmann, Cultural Creation in Modem Society, p. 1S7.
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Goldmann's rejection of Adorno's approach is, to be sure, based in part on a
misunderstanding. When in the course of his remarks Adorno states that truth
content 'transcends' the work of art, Goldmann interprets this observation to
mean that, in Adorno's view, the critic may willfully separate his insights from
the objective structure of the work itself, that philosophical criticism need not
remain immanent to the work, but instead the work comes to serve as the
occasion for the 'critical critic' to vent his own idiosyncratic, negative judg-
ments. Goldmann continues: "Adorno tells us that one must surpass the work
of art to understand it, but surpass it in the sense of philosophy — of
philosophical culture and critical knowledge. My position is exactly the
opposite: I would say there is a close relation and a difference between the work
of art and philosophy. The work of art is not philosophical: it is a universe of
colors, sounds, and words, of concrete characters. There is no death, there is
Phaedra dying, there is a table of a certain color; but when the critic speaks of
the work of art he must have recourse to concepts."

Ironically, there could in truth be no more faithful statement of Adorno's
position than the remarks by Goldmann just cited. For Adorno, the question of
philosophical truth content is not one which is completely independent of the
objective content of the work, but always derives from this content, even if
ultimately it raises extra-aesthetic issues. The critical unfolding of the work's
truth content is necessitated, as Goldmann suggests, by the work's non-
conceptual, pictorial language, its colors, sounds, etc. Surprisingly, Goldmann
fails to take into account the Hegelian connotations of the 'transcendence' of
the work by way of philosophy of which Adorno speaks, i.e., a transcendence
which is a 'preservation' as well as an 'abolition.' For Adorno, too, there exists 'a
close relation and a difference between the work of art and philosophy,' a
relation that is guaranteed by the truth content of art.

The real differences that exist between the two are to be found, as already
suggested, in their contrasting assumptions as to which form, 'systematic' or
'critical,' the philosophical reception of works of art should take at present. For
Goldmann, it is imperative that the philosophical articulation of the truth
content of works of art be other than an isolated, merely critical insight.
Instead, it inevitably develops into something more satisfying and universal,
the idea of the philosophical system: "The work of art is a total universe which
gives value, takes a position, describes and affirms the existence of certain
things; when translated, its corollary is a philosophical system. It is not a philo-
sophical culture [i.e., a critical critic] which translates the work of art; rather,
it is a philosophy on the same plane of the work — and to be on the same plane,
philosophy must take on a systematic form."

For Goldmann, it is not a question of the superior insight and shrewdness of
the critic who single-handedly divines the truth content of works of art, but
rather it is merely a process of translating the 'total universe' of the work of art
to the correspondent 'total universe' of the philosophical system. It is ultimately
the correctness of the Marxist world view that facilitates this process of 'trans-
lation.' Goldmann argues for the importance of what he refers to as a proper
balance between the moments of 'dogmatism' and 'criticism' in philosophy.
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Whereas dogmatism (personified by the orthodox Marxism of Lukacs) pre-
maturely asserts the identity of the 'rational' and the 'real,' emphasizing the
moment of positivity to the exclusion of all negativity, criticism (the position
represented by Adorno) discounts from the outset the possibility of qualitative
social change and allows all substance and concreteness to evaporate before the
Medusa-like gaze of the negative, which sees in everything mere deficiency.

Consequently, for Goldmann, the essential task of literary criticism consists
in setting forth the correspondences that exist between the two complementary
totalities, the work of art on the one hand, and the Marxist system or world
view, on the other. The correctness of the Marxist conception of history insures
that the world is comprehensible as a totality, i.e., systematically compre-
hensible. The socially critical elements of authentic works of art can be shown
to intersect with the Marxist world view once they are 'translated' by the process
of criticism. Goldmann's employment of this method is perhaps the most sensi-
tive and reflective of all Marxist approaches to literary criticism, as he has
demonstrated in superb analyses on the work of Genet and Robbe-Grillet. For
Goldmann, criticism shows how the contradictions and tensions in authentic
works of art ultimately coincide with the aspirations of a collective subject; in
this way, he claims to transcend the isolated and potentially solipsistic position
of Adorno's Kritische Kritik. For example,, in reference to the Hidden God, he
remarks: "I explain Racine by Jansenism, by Jansenism as a structure." In a
similar fashion, Goldmann explains the narrative structure of Robbe-Grillet's
novels in terms of the 'structure' of reification in a world in which things attain
precedence over human beings to the point where even the flow of
consciousness becomes congealed, thing-like."

In the last analysis, then, the practicability of Goldmann's transcendence of
Adorno's 'merely critical' standpoint hinges on his alliance to the world view of
historical materialism and the concomitant belief in the proletariat as the
legitimate agent of social transformation. For the claim to systematic com-
pleteness that Goldmann considers a necessary presupposition for philo-
sophical criticism is based on his faith in the validity of Marxism as the most
advanced and complete comprehension of the dynamics of historical change.
In contrast, Adorno, to be sure, takes his stance on the other side of historical
materialism. For Adorno, the manifest theoretical bankruptcy of orthodox
Marxism in face of the predominantly monopolistic market structure, massive
state intervention and the colonization of consciousness, which are distin-
guishing features of late capitalism's social structure, receives its 'practical
expression' in terms of the incontestible integration of the proletariat within the
languid world of capitalist fringe benefits and the replacement of a formerly
oppositional with a reformist consciousness. These developments from the
point of departure for Adorno's 'return' to the problem of philosophical
contemplation, as he so eloquently expresses it in the opening sentences of
Negative Dialectics: "Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, lives on
because the moment to realize it was missed. The summary judgment that it

44. Goldmann, "The Nouveau Roman and Reality," in Towards a Sociology of the Novel
(London, 1975), pp. 132-141.
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had merely interpreted the world, that resignation in the face of reality had
merely crippled it in itself, becomes a defeatism of reason after the attempt to
change the world miscarried.... Perhaps it was an inadequate interpretation
which promised that it would be put into practice. Theory cannot prolong the
moment its critique depended on. A practice infinitely delayed is no longer the
forum for appeals against self-satisfied speculation; it is mostly the pretext used
by executive authorities to choke, as vain, whatever critical thoughts the
practical change would require.45

Today, it has become indisputable that the summary nature of Marx's ban
on 'interpreting the world' represents a fatal curtailment of the faculty of
reflection altogether, a microcosmic instance of the brutal and systematic
intolerance which has proven endemic to all socialist societies to date. The
transformation of Marxism to the status of a 'science of legitimation' in those
societies, such that it has become merely one more ideology of repression, is by
no means at odds with the original formulation of Marxism as doctrine, i.e., as
a closed system in which whatever does not conform of its own accord with the
system's claim to totality must be forcibly made to do so. It is always a small step
from the plane of conceptual coercion to that of social coercion, especially in
cases where theory attempt to prescribe unilaterally the contours and content
of society. Certainly the project of an adequate critique of historical
materialism far transcends the scope of this essay. Let us conclude the present
discussion of the dispute between Adorno and Goldmann by suggesting that
since 1843, the viability of the system on which Goldmann relies has been
predicated on a metaphysical atavism: the myth of the proletariat as the
identical subject-object of history. For Marx, the attributes of the Hegelian
Geist become embodied in the 'proletariat'; the proletariat must, in confor-
mity with its own essence, realize the realm of freedom46 Because of this a
priori metaphysical assurance, Marx prevents himself from articulating the full
scope of mediations that would in reality be necessary in order to surmount the
capitalist realm of necessity. Whereas Goldmann himself attempts to remedy
this problem through adopting the Lukacsian distinction between 'actual' and
'potential' class consciousness, which differentiates significantly between the
immediate and mediated levels of consciousness of the proletariat, the attempt
to maintain faith in the orthodox conception of the genuine revolutionary
potential of the proletariat in the face of real historical changes in class struc-
ture, consciousness, etc., that have occurred in this century can only seem
hopelessly romantic, if not outright illusory. If the systematic world view on
which Goldman bases his conception of criticism were to prove irreparably
dysfunctional, he would in the end be left with a problematic very similar to
Adorno's alleged 'Critical Criticism.' If Goldmann criticizes Adorno's con-
ception of negative critique for its omission of the standpoint of a 'collective
subject' and for its renunciation of the system's demand for a totalizing
perspective, the Marxist truisms on which Goldmann's approach depends can

45. Adorno, Negative Dialectics (New York, 1973), p. S.
46. Cf. Cornelius Castoriadis, "On the History of the Workers' Movement," Telos SO (Winter

1976-77), p. 4.
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be shown to disintegrate rapidly before a concrete examination of the real
historical forces at work. Confronted with the obsolescence of traditional
working class politics and, more importantly, with the totalitarian usurpation
of this political legacy — a product of the 'substitutionalist' logic of the Leninist
bureaucracies — Adorno seeks to regenerate the waning powers of critical
thinking, traditionally banned from the Marxist camp, which would constitute
a prerequisite for the future realization of a free society.

Consequently, the common accusation that Adorno's methodological
starting point forecloses a priori the possibility of locating potential forces of
collective opposition would seem guilty of misplaced concreteness: it is not
Adorno who has abrogated such possibilities, but the administered world itself.
If the Marxian metaphysic of revolution has been rendered dysfunctional, the
project of radical thought has, as it were, been thrown back to square one — to
the task of interpreting the world. At a time when all conceptions of a 'collective
standpoint' seem unavoidably contaminated by the bureaucratic dogmatisms
and prejudices that have today become virtually inseparable from the very
concept of 'socialism,' perhaps the most radical 'deed' is the admission of
profound uncertainty as to how to proceed in the political field, and the
attempt to think through the present negative constellation of social relations
from the ground up. For in the administered world, not only has the notion of
collective action been rendered problematic, but the inmost capacity of spirit
to realize itself in forms qualitatively other than those of the dominant ratio has
become decidedly perilous. This fact in no small measure accounts for
Adorno's deep concern with the emancipatory potential embodied in aesthetic
experience.
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