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Introduction

Lambert Zuidervaart

Even at its highest elevations, art is semblance; but art receives this. . .  from
what lacks semblance___Indelible from resistance to the fungible world. . .
is the resistance of the eye that does not want the world’s colors to die. In 
semblance nonsemblance is promised.
—Adorno, Negative Dialectics

Nearly three decades have passed since the death of Theodor W. 
Adorno in 1969 and the posthumous publication of his Aesthetic 
Theory one year later. Not until the third decade, however, have his 
aesthetic writings begun to receive sustained attention in the English- 
speaking world.1 Indeed, the reception of A dorno’s aesthetics in 
Anglo-American philosophy has barely begun, despite the many 
translations of his writings2 and the abundance of secondary litera
ture from scholars in history, literature, music, cultural studies, reli
gion, and the social sciences.3 In philosophy, and especially among 
Anglo-American philosophers, there has not been a serious engage
ment with Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory on the scale, say, of the attention 
given Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method. If, in Peter Ho- 
hendahl’s word’s, Adorno has “tu rn ed . . .  into a classic” since the 
mid-1980s,4 it is as a most peculiar classic, one whose last major book 
and its central philosophical claims are, for the most part, ignored in 
the English-speaking world.

Many factors might account for this, not the least of which is the 
Habermasian turn in Critical Theory away from Adorno’s traditional,
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albeit explosive, subject/object paradigm toward a theory of commu
nicative and intersubjective rationality. The rise of poststructuralism 
and postmodernism has also made Adorno’s dialectical method and 
paradoxical modernism seem outmoded. Then, too, the theme of a 
possible “end” of philosophy does not bode well for an author who un
relentingly rewrites the philosophical tradition. Add to this some unre
liable translations, analytical philosophy’s avoidance of difficult 
German thinkers, and the long ascendancy of Martin Heidegger 
among Continental philosophers, and the relative neglect of Adorno’s 
aesthetics becomes understandable.

Yet there have been few philosophers as well versed in contempo
rary art, especially music, as he, and even fewer aestheticians who 
have written so much of interest to the social sciences. And, as Fre- 
dric Jam eson observes, over against post-Marxists who would consign 
Adorno’s negative dialectic to the dustbin of intellectual history, the 
postmodern era makes it inappropriate to assume that anything is 
outmoded just because it has fallen out of fashion.5 Perhaps as aes
thetics itself becomes ever m ore interdisciplinary, shading into cul
tural theory, A dorno’s Aesthetic Theory will receive the attention it so 
clearly deserves.

Cultural Critique

The essays in this volume demonstrate both the complexity and the 
significance of this last of Adorno’s Hauptwerke. Not only does Aesthetic 
Theory reconfigure the insights developed in his many volumes on 
m odern music, literature, and culture, but also it shows the relevance 
of his more strictly philosophical and sociological writings for aesthet
ics and cultural theory. Conversely, Aesthetic Theory also suggests the 
force and importance of philosophical aesthetics for fields of philoso
phy and the social sciences in which discourse about the arts and aes
thetic phenom ena is often ignored— epistemology, ethics, and social 
theory, to name a few. Three topics are of particular relevance to con
temporary scholarship and cultural critique: (1) the culture industry, 
(2) autonomy in the arts, and (3) the aesthetics of nature.

A dorno’s critique of the culture industry arises in part from his de
bate with Walter Benjamin in the 1930s over the implications of film
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and radio for the democratization of culture. Whereas Benjamin had 
suggested that film has a progressive im pact on ordinary experience 
and can serve to politicize the masses, A dorno’s 1938 essay “On the 
Fetish-Character in Music and the Regression of Listening” argues 
that the broadcast and recording industries resist musical innova
tion, turn commercial success into a fetish, and promote the regres
sion of both musical and political consciousness.

In “The Culture Industry,” a chapter in Dialectic of Enlightenment 
(1944), A dorno’s argument expands to include all mass media. Un
der capitalist conditions, he says, artworks and other cultural artifacts 
are commodities produced in the m anner described by Karl Marx. 
According to Marx, commodities are products whose use value, their 
ability to satisfy human wants, is dominated by their exchange value, 
their ability to command other products in exchange. Capitalist com
modity production obscures the fact that human labor power is the 
source of value and that laborers must be exploited in order to gen
erate the surplus value from which capitalists make their profit.

Building on this Marxian analysis and on Georg Lukacs’s theory of 
“reification,” Adorno argues that a new level of sophistication and ob
fuscation characterizes commodity production in advanced capitalism 
and covertly guides the culture industry. Under such conditions, cul
tural artifacts are mass-produced without regard for their use value, 
and their exchange value is presented as use value, as something to be 
enjoyed for its own sake. The culture industry pushes people to con
sume films, recordings, broadcast concerts, and the like, not in order 
to appreciate their filmic or musical qualities but in order to make 
them a commercial success, a “hit” or a “star,” to which the consumer 
willingly contributes. Twentieth-century capitalism has become, as it 
were, a self-celebrating system within which the culture industry 
proves indispensable. Consequently, concerns about artistic quality 
become harder to raise, and the “masses,” whose exploited labor 
keeps the system going, become less conscious of their genuine and 
unfulfilled needs. Both of these consequences, together with the 
“standardization” of culture in the service of economic and political 
power, provide the target for A dorno’s critique of the culture industry.

Critics of Adorno frequently describe his approach as elitist and 
monolithic. His published essays on jazz, for example, have been
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accused of failing to comprehend the ways in which African-American 
music has arisen from conditions of oppression and served emancipa
tory purposes.6 Even if such criticisms have some merit, however, the 
central theoretical claims in his critique remain relevant at a time 
when new mergers and globalization have swept the entertainment, 
telecommunications, and information industries. Apart from a the
ory of their economic underpinnings and cultural impact, such 
trends cannot be properly understood or evaluated.

According to Adorno, the em ergence of advanced capitalism, with 
its ever-tighter fusion of state and economic power, does not leave the 
arts unaffected. Where these do not provide fodder for the cultural- 
industrial apparatus, they become all the m ore alienated from main
stream society. Increased alienation does not lessen their social signif
icance, however, for it gives them the distance needed for social 
critique and utopian projection. Moreover, the alienation of the arts 
from society is itself socially produced. Arts that resist the culture in
dustry are, in a phrase from Aesthetic Theory, “the social antithesis of 
society” (AT 1 9 /1 1 ) .7

Adorno’s account of artistic autonomy is highly complex. On the 
one hand, the independence of the arts from religious, political, and 
other social structures, as institutionalized and theorized in Western 
societies, creates a space where societal wounds can be exposed and 
alternative arrangements imagined. On the other hand, because 
such independence itself depends on the division of labor, class con
flict, and dominance in society of the capitalist “exchange principle,” 
the space of exposure and imagination serves to shore up the soci
etal system even as that space becomes internally problematic and 
externally irrelevant. As Adorno puts it at the beginning of Aesthetic 
Theory, referring to the m odern art movements, absolute freedom in 
art stands in a contradiction with the abiding unfreedom of society as 
a whole. Yet it is only because of autonomy that certain works of art 
can achieve a critical and utopian “truth content” {Wahrheitsgehalt) , 
in whose absence a fundamental transformation of society would be 
even more difficult to envision.

This complex position puts Adorno at odds not only with formalist 
approaches, which either assume or ignore art’s social significance, 
but also with the socialist realism of Marxist-Leninism and the politi-
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cal commitment (engagement) prom oted by Sartre, Brecht, and much 
of the New Left. The controversial claim in his 1962 essay “Commit 
m ent” must be situated in that polemical field: “This is not the time 
for political works of art; rather, politics has migrated into the auton- 
omous work of art, and it has penetrated most deeply into works than 
present themselves as politically dead.”8

Both societal structures and cultural contexts have shifted in the 
intervening years. The rise of new social movements, such as femi- 
nism, the ecology movement, and gay and lesbian liberation, have 
helped turn the focus of cultural theory from autonomous works to 
emancipatory practices; postmodernism has challenged the norma 
tive assumptions built into modernist legitimations of high art; an( 
the institutions of the artworld— museums, publishers, symphony or 

chestras, and so on— have increasingly acknowledged and exploited 
their symbiotic relations with corporations, foundations, and the cul- 
ture industry. Such developments cast doubt on the validity of 
Adorno’s dialectical autonomism.

At the same time, however, concerns about the need for artistic au- 
tonomy have arisen within the new social movements, particularly in 
response to moralistic and antimodern pressures from a revitalized 
Right, and the increasing dependence of arts organizations on busi- 
ness strategies and corporate generosity has raised questions about 
the future of alternative modes of artistic expression. Although 
Adorno’s approach needs to be rethought in this environment, it nev- 
ertheless provides a crucial counterweight to prevailing assumption 
about the social significance of the arts and their institutional frames 

Adorno himself was a master “rethinker.” Much of Aesthetic Them 
can be read as a modernist re-conceptualizing of philosophical aes 
thetics, especially the writings of Immanuel Kant and G. W. F. Hegel 
Nowhere is this project m ore provocative than in Adorno’s return to 
an aesthetics of nature. On the one hand, Adorno rejects Hegel’s dis- 
missal of natural beauty as inferior to the humanly produced beauty 
of art. On the other hand, he also rejects Kant’s reduction of natural 
beauty to an indefinite object of taste. Yet he also refuses either to 
celebrate natural beauty as such or to define its independent nature. 
Rather, he sketches a genealogy of the m odern discourse of “natural 
beauty” and from this identifies the referent in question as the trace
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of the nonidentical, which art seeks to rescue, with unavoidably 
mixed results.

Initially, such an approach does not seem promising for the re
cently developed field of environmental aesthetics. Adorno does not 
so much theorize the aesthetic dimension of nature and daily life as 
challenge the assumption that these “have” an “aesthetic dimen
sion.” What is important about A dorno’s approach, however, is his 
insistence that such matters are socially constructed within a political 
and economic system and that any discourse of “natural beauty” 
must be linked to contem porary artistic practices.

More specifically, Adorno describes natural beauty as the trace of 
the nonidentical in things under the spell of universal identity. Amid 
its social construction as a category of alterity, that which is experi
enced as natural beauty reminds us that not everything is exchange 
value, not everything submits to the control of instrumental reason, 
not everything fits the grid of our definitions and categories. Con
trary to Hegel, natural beauty is not deficient because it is indetermi
nant, but rather natural beauty is indeterminant because discursive 
thought is deficient. Among the various ways in which Western soci
eties “relate” to “nature,” only art has the capacity to preserve this 
trace of indeterminacy while giving it definite contours. In that ca
pacity, art not only challenges the dominance of exchange value and 
instrumental rationality but also raises the trace of the nonidentical 
into a hint of reconciliation between nature and culture, a reconcili
ation that would presuppose an end to class domination in society.

Adorno’s account of natural beauty envisions and articulates a con
tinual reversal of the subject/object relation, such that the suppos
edly rational and controlling subject becomes an accomplice of the 
object, and the supposedly controlled and meaningless object begins 
to speak for itself. For Adorno, such a reversal, com m on in m odern  
art, holds open the possibility that the alienation of subject and ob
ject, a central fissure within the dialectic of enlightenment, can be 
transcended, not only in art but also in other modes of social labor. In 
other words, a reconciliation between culture and nature, together 
with the lessening of social domination, is not out of the question. 
This is the underlying issue that an Adornoesque “environmental aes
thetic” would have to address.
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Semblance and Subjectivity

Closely related to the figure of art’s “rescuing” natural beauty from 
sheer indeterminacy are A dorno’s notions of “mimesis” and “expres
sion” in art, which he usually pairs with “rationality” and “semblance” 
as their dialectical counterparts. Mimesis, a truly protean concept, 
refers to an archaic openness to the other, to the disparate and dif
fuse and contrary. Such openness lives on in artworks whose form ac
commodates the conflicting impulses o f their content. Successful 
artworks embody a mimetic rationality and thereby provide a crucial 
alternative to the control and reduction characterizing the instru
mental rationality that prevails under capitalism. Similarly, expres
sion refers to a capacity to register that which impresses itself on 
human experience despite the various control mechanisms set up by 
society and the psyche. In artworks, such a capacity is mediated by 
the mimetic behavior that goes into artists’ productive activity. The 
more expressive artworks becom e, the m ore their semblance of self- 
sufficiency is shaken, even though this semblance is required if they 
are to be expressions of something m ore than what society and the 
individual psyche permit.

The centrality of such themes in A dorno’s thought and their rele
vance for contem porary scholarship have led the editors to organize 
this volume of essays on Aesthetic Theory around Adorno’s concepts of 
semblance and subjectivity. Whereas the concept of semblance or il
lusion (Scheiri) points to A dorno’s links with Marx, Nietzsche, and 
Freud, the so-called masters of suspicion, the concept of subjectivity 
(das Subjekt) recalls his lifelong struggle with a philosophy of con
sciousness stemming from Kant, Hegel, and Lukacs. Adorno’s elabo
ration of these two concepts takes many a dialectical twist. The arts, 
despite their being suspected of illusion since Plato’s Republic, turn 
out in Adorno’s account of modernism to have an unusually sophis
ticated capacity to critique illusion, including their own. But those 
cultural phenom ena that purport to be “realistic,” whether the sci
ences as construed by logical positivism or “popular” culture as man
ufactured by the entertainm ent industry, turn out to occupy the 
height of pretense. So, too, those “objects” that traditional philoso
phy has considered irrational or heteronomous, whether nature, the
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body, or the subconscious, emerge in A dorno’s philosophy as re
pressed voices of the rational, and the autonomous subjectivity that 
was supposed to secure a humane existence, whether Kant’s tran
scendental ego, Hegel’s absolute spirit, or Lukacs’s proletarian class 
consciousness, turns out to be socially constituted within a dialectic 
of domination.

The preface to Negative Dialectics presents A dorno’s philosophical 
project as an extended and immanent critique of autonomous sub
jectivity. He has set out “to use the strength of the subject to break 
through the fallacy [ Trug] of constitutive subjectivity.”9 The break
through Adorno envisions pertains not only to the epistemic subject 
of foundationalist epistemologies but also to the moral and cultural 
subjectivities promoted by Kant and Hegel as well as the collective 
historical and political agencies affirmed by M arx and Lukacs. Un
like linguistic deconstruction and poststructural debunking, how
ever, this breakthrough deliberately calls on the very subjectivity 
whose pretensions to autonomy it exposes.

A dorno’s project amounts to a critique of the semblance o/’subjec- 
tivity. In each instance, the “of” must be read as both subjective and 
objective. The critique takes aim at semblance, but it must occur 
within and by way of semblance. Subjectivity is a semblance, but one 
such that no semblance (and hence no critique) could occur in the 
absence of subjectivity. The full complexity of A dorno’s project be
gins to emerge when one adds the thought, familiar from M arx’s cri
tique of ideology, H egel’s phenomenology of spirit, and Kant’s 
dialectic of transcendental illusions, that the semblance in question 
is necessary, being both unavoidable and instructive. W hen it comes 
to semblance and subjectivity, the one cannot be had without the 
other, and although each must be criticized, no critique can dispense 
with either one, for each holds potentials that exceed its constricted  
shape in contem porary society.

Adorno construes m odern art as a societal semblance, perhaps not 
the only such semblance, but certainly one whose history makes it es
pecially disturbing as well as especially instructive. On the one hand, 
modern art participates in the technological fetishism, social blind
ness, and historical desperation that characterize advanced capitalist 
societies. On the other hand, m odern art also challenges advanced
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capitalism’s instrumentalized relationship to nature, its administra
tive neutralization of oppositional forces, and its short-sighted block
age of a m ore humane future. And m odern art’s ability to engage in 
such societal critique depends on its participating in precisely those 
patterns that it exposes. For a philosophy aiming to criticize the same 
patterns, m odern art is a necessary illusion, a societally unavoidable 
and instructive semblance.

M odern art is also a semblance of subjectivity, in both senses of 
that phrase: the production and reception of m odern art requires 
the very subjectivity to whose pretensions and failures it attests. 
Moreover, in simultaneously engaging and unmasking subjectivity, 
m odern art gives expression to those repressed voices whose liber
ated and pluralistic chorus would mark collective subjectivity, were 
the logic of domination surpassed. In this m ore utopian sense, too, 
m odern art is doubly a semblance of subjectivity: a negative image of 
a different collective future, but one whose capacity to project what is 
possible stems from hidden layers of contem porary experience.

Earlier, the critique of semblance was said to occur within and by 
way of semblance. Aesthetic Theory is just such a critique with regard to 
m odern art. Not only does it require m odern art in order to occur, 
but also A dorno’s critique is itself, and regards itself as being, a nec
essary illusion, a semblance of subjectivity. In his final work, in all its 
incompleteness, one hears a theoretical articulation of the many de
flations and projections of subjectivity already voiced in modern art. 
“One hears” and wonders whether, in order to “hear” something be
yond the fetishism and blindness and desperation of advanced capi
talist societies, “one” must already participate in a subjectivity whose 
social constitution breaks the mold o f domination.

Conceptual Constellations

Crucial to the pursuit of such speculations, as prom pted by Adorno’s 
critique of the semblance of subjectivity, is his dialectical transforma
tion of concepts that have guided philosophical aesthetics in the 
past. What Adorno provides, as the essays in this volume demon
strate, is a way of re-conceptualizing philosophical insights that re
stores their critical and speculative sharpness in a society that blunts



10
Lambert Zuidervaart

both critique and speculation. The paradoxical genius of Aesthetic 
Theory is that it turns traditional concepts into a theoretical cutting 
edge. O f particular importance, and closely tied to the concepts of 
semblance and subjectivity, are the notions of mimesis and auton
omy, both of which might seem strangely outmoded in the 1990s.

Concerning the first of these notions, Martin Jay notes both post
structuralism’s apparent hostility to mimesis as “an ideologically sus
pect recirculation of the readymade” (pp. 2 9 -3 0 ) and the Frankfurt 
School’s apparent esteem for mimesis as a counterweight to the 
modern dominance of instrumental reason. Comparing A dorno’s 
conception of mimesis with that of the poststructuralist Philippe 
Lacoue-Labarthe, however, Jay finds the view on each side to be more 
complex and less separate than initial impressions might suggest.

According to Jay, Adorno understands mimesis in terms of a recep
tive assimilation of subject to object, unlike instrumental reason’s co
ercive subsumption of the object. Far from constituting a mere 
opposite, mimesis provides an alternative mode of rationality, one 
that is crucial to m odern art and that points to the possibility of a 
more fully rational society. Adorno tries to incorporate such mimetic 
rationality into his own writing, most notably by employing parataxis, 
as discussed in his important essay on Holderlin.10

Significantly, it is Holderlin who provides Lacoue-Labarthe with a 
wedge against the representational mimesis through which both tra
ditional tragedy and ontotheological philosophy transfigure the neg
ative into something positive. By exposing the gaps, the play, the 
unsettledness at work between an original and its imitation, Holder- 
lin’s dramas show mimesis to be paradoxical. Like Adorno, Lacoue- 
Labarthe connects the paradoxes of mimesis with the antinomies of 
semblance or illusion. And, again like Adorno, he contrasts a frag
mentary and unending mimesis with the forced and totalized recon
ciliation of “copy” and “original” (mimetology) promoted by the 
“Nazi myth.”

Jay turns next to sensual elements in the two authors’ accounts. 
Whereas Lacoue-Labarthe, like Jacques Derrida, rejects the privileg
ing of vision in speculative mimetology and contrasts this with a pre- 
sensual and rhythmic repetition of a nonexistent original, Adorno
regards visuality (Anschaulichkeit) as necessary to the dialectic of mi-
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mesis and rationality, and he distrusts the destructive force of rhyth
mic repetition, for example, in the music of Igor Stravinsky. The key 
to this contrast might lie in A dorno’s hope for a meaningful future, 
which could strike Lacoue-Labarthe as speculative and conciliatory.

Jay concludes that mimesis is a “polysemic, even catachrestic” con
cept whose valence depends on how it gets linked with rationality. Al
though poststructuralists oppose “mimetology” for its “deadening 
logic” of visual replication and favor mimesis as “an infinite oscilla
tion between original and copy” (p. 4 6 ), Adorno opposes the subor
dination of mimesis to instrumental reason, and he favors a 
corrective interaction between mimesis and rationality, especially in 
m odern art. Either way, a certain kind of mimesis can serve to de
center the strong constitutive subject that both Lacoue-Labarthe and 
Adorno see as a problematic legacy of traditional philosophy.

Like Martin Jay, Shierry Weber Nicholsen regards A dorno’s elusive 
and pervasive conception of mimesis as categorially central and for
mally constitutive to his Aesthetic Theory. She claims that it derives, to 
a significant degree, from Walter Benjamin’s writings about lan
guage. Adorno and Benjamin share a notion of philosophical form 
that emerges from their shared conception of mimesis.

In philosophical and literary texts from the early 1930s, Benjamin 
portrays mimesis as an original human capacity to both produce and 
perceive resemblances, and he suggests that this capacity has mi
grated into language as an “archive of nonsensuous similarity” (Re
flections, p. 336). Like Benjamin, Nicholsen says, Adorno regards 
mimesis as a human capacity to assimilate self to other that has mi
grated elsewhere, namely, into art. Aesthetic Theory considers mimesis 
to be crucial for appropriate perform ance and reception of the work 
of art. To understand a work, both the perform er and the recipient 
must devotedly trace the work’s internal articulations. Yet, at the 
same time, one must take reflective distance from the work. It is in 
the tension between mimetic tracing and critical thought that the 
enigmatic quality of art emerges and philosophical reflection takes 
wing.

Next Nicholsen uncovers a clue to A dorno’s account of art’s enig
matic quality in Benjamin’s conception of aura. In “The Stocking,” 
from Berlin Childhood, Benjamin’s childhood delight at extracting
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“the Dowry” from “the Pouch” formed by rolled-up socks becomes a 
m etaphor for the interpreter’s problematic attempt to extract truth 
from texts. It is the mixture of continuity and discontinuity between 
interpreter and text that makes up a text’s enigmatic quality. More 
precisely, the enigmatic quality is the object’s capacity to return our 
gaze while it participates in a dark web of similarities with other ob
jects. It is their aura.

As Nicholsen shows, Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory translates Ben
jam in’s notion of aura into a complex account of the “languages” of 
nature, art, and philosophical aesthetics. What links all three lan
guages is the enigmatic quality generated by mimesis. Natural beauty 
is enigmatic because, in its individuality, independence, and tran
sience, it defies conceptualization and calls for “unconscious apper
ception.” Art is enigmatic because it tries to capture the fleeting and 
mute expression of natural beauty, but in the nondiscursive “lan
guage” of expressive artistic form. Philosophical discourse about art 
is enigmatic because it tries to give discursive expression to art’s 
opaque but highly articulate attempt to let natural beauty speak. De
spite the increase in a certain kind of rationality from one field to the 
next, all three confound the expectations of ordinary discourse and 
overturn the priority of subject over object. In each case, mimesis is 
the key.

Indeed, mimesis is the key to Aesthetic Theory's own form, 
Nicholsen concludes. Using images from Benjamin’s description of 
language as an archive of nonsensuous similarity, she suggests that, 
like Benjamin’s unfinished Passagenwerk (Arcades Project), Adorno’s 
text is a “constellation” of concepts across which “flames” of resem
blance flash and at whose blank center lies the undefined notion of 
mimesis. Instead of gathering quotations, as Benjamin planned to 
do, Adorno gathers concepts from previous theories and sets them  
into new and explosive relationships. The sentences bearing the 
flames created by historical recontextualization are linked but not 
locked. Or, to use another image also suggested by Benjamin, Aes
thetic Theory is a weaving of “unbroken, proliferating arabesques,” in 
which each sequence of sentences interlaces many others. Combin
ing these images, Nicholsen pictures the book as multiple constella
tions, interlaced, its nodes being faceted jewels, flashing at one
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m om ent and gone the next. Like the art it speaks about, then, 
Adorno’s text calls for unusually concentrated mimesis on the part 
of its readers.

Another side to the relationship between Adorno and Benjamin 
surfaces in their diverse links with surrealism, as explored in the es
say by Richard Wolin. Benjamin’s elective affinity for surrealism be
gins with “protosurrealist stirrings” in his youthful critique of neo- 
Kantianism and culminates in the monumental and uncompleted 
Passagenwerk. W hat attracts Benjamin to surrealism, says Wolin, is his 
search for a suprarational mode o f experience and his concept of 
constellation as a montagelike juxtaposition of phenom ena that 
would let their truth emerge, even if only for a messianic moment.

Wolin singles out four aspects of surrealism as having special ap
peal for Benjamin. One is the potential of montage for avoiding the 
staleness and abstraction of conventional philosophical practices. 
Another is surrealism’s immersion in the details of everyday life, sim
ilar to Benjamin’s “micrological” emphasis on particularity. A third 
aspect is the surrealist attack on aestheticism in favor of integrating 
art and life. Finally, and perhaps most important, surrealists privilege 
dreams, which in Benjamin becom e repositories of humanity’s re
pressed desires. His Passagenwerk aims to provide a montagelike in
terpretation and rem em brance of nineteenth-century Europe’s 
collective dream life in order to release utopian desires from their 
systematic imprisonment in bourgeois cultural commodities.

As is well known, Adorno expressed sharp criticisms not only of 
Benjamin’s methodology but also of the surrealism that partially in
spired it. According to A dorno’s 1956 essay “Looking Back on Surre
alism,” surrealist montage in the visual arts tends to absorb the 
fragments of everyday life without mediation, hence without critique 
of a societal system that fosters the same sort of reification. Moreover, 
the surrealist appropriation of dream life fetishizes the manifest con
tent of dreams and, in the absence of analytic interpretation, pro
motes regression to unreflective fixations. Earlier, Adorno had also 
criticized two of Benjamin’s Passagenwerk-related studies for their 
lack of mediation and their problematic privileging of dreams.

In Wolin’s judgment, Adorno is right to challenge Benjamin’s at
tempt to make utopian purses from the ears of fetishized commodities,
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but wrong to use surrealists’ theoretical pronouncements as the mea
sure of their artistic productions. Moreover, A dorno’s sympathies for 
surrealism actually exceed his negative evaluations, and his emphasis 
on constructing conceptual constellations resembles the surrealist 
technique of montage, with a similar aim of resisting linear thought. 
Already in the 1956 essay, Adorno credits surrealism with countering 
the tendency in the movement of Neue Sachlichkeit to deny the 
havoc wreaked by advanced capitalism. Later, in Aesthetic Theory, 
Adorno finds even m ore to endorse: surrealism highlights spontane
ity, exposes the chaos within a supposedly rational society, and shows 
just how rigid and brittle the current societal order is. Adorno also 
praises the technique of montage for changing conventional modes 
of perception and challenging the affirmative character of late ro
mantic art. He is especially appreciative of later surrealism, once it 
moves beyond aggressive protest and incorporates its resistance to 
bourgeois aestheticism into a new mode of nonrepresentational 
painting. Despite his criticisms, then, Adorno sees surrealism as con
tributing what Wolin describes as “deaestheticized” and hence authen
tically m odern works of art: works that shed “the aura of affirmation” 
and embody “the mom ent of refusal or negativity” (p. 119).

Rolf Tiedemann demonstrates that a “utopia of knowledge” guides 
all of A dorno’s work and that without it both A dorno’s aesthetics and 
his critiques of society and philosophy would lose their point. This 
utopian horizon places Adorno at odds with contem porary German 
intellectuals who call for crude thinking (Botho Strauss) and cele
brate posthistory (many postmodernists). Like Ernst Bloch, Adorno 
holds that historical labor is necessary for the arrival of a “true soci
ety,” and existing traces of utopia are needed in order to keep open 
the possibility of something different from the current societal 
whole, which is false.

According to Jurgen Habermas, Adorno’s conception of utopia as 
a reconciled condition in which the alien is not annexed can be 
translated into the ideal of noncoercive communication. Tiede
mann, however, argues that such a translation overlooks A dorno’s 
grounds for holding to the utopian idea of universal reconciliation. 
Adorno anchors this idea not in language as communication but in 
language as an autonomous expression of that which cannot be com-
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municated. His conception of utopia derives from the idea of a lan
guage in which word and thing unite without loss.

Philosophical language cannot remain unaffected by such a con
ception. Adorno’s negative dialectic acknowledges the abstraction 
built into the conceptual language o f philosophy, even as he critiques 
such abstraction and confronts it with the idea of the nonconcep- 
tual— that which is fully concrete, nonidentical, and unintentional. 
Tiedemann says that Adorno tries to circumvent the limitations of 
abstract philosophical language through the interpretation of im
ages. It was in conversation with Benjamin that Adorno developed a 
theory of dialectical images, according to which historical material 
can be made to produce a critical consciousness of capitalist society. 
In these kaleidoscopic constellations, the philosopher can grasp 
whatever escapes the net of conceptual abstraction. Such an ap
proach allows for considerable fantasy and spontaneity. It does not 
hesitate to learn from artworks that mobilize a different potential for 
knowledge than that of ordinary language and systematic philoso
phy. In a sense, the philosophical reader of dialectical images is a 
composer of concepts.

Built into this understanding of philosophy as interpretation is a 
somewhat mystical view of language, inherited from Benjamin, ac
cording to which things possess their own language. Accordingly, 
A dorno’s philosophy can be described as an attempt at answering the 
language of things and conjuring a unity from the alienated and ab
stracted features of reified phenomena. The communication Adorno 
sought would occur between object and subject, not simply among 
human beings: “the condition Adorno has in mind aims for nothing 
less than reconciling human beings with nature, of which reconciling 
human beings with one another would be a part” (p. 138).

A dorno’s utopia of knowledge is the name that cannot be named, 
even though it can be approxim ated through the effort to unmask 
false names, an effort at once conceptual and resistant to concep
tual limitations. A refusal to accept death propels all of A dorno’s 
thinking— always, however, with a view to sociohistorical conditions. 
Only for the sake of real historical transformation does Adorno hold 
fast to the prospect of utopia, seeking its traces in a society that con
tinually betrays it.



16
Lambert Zuidervaart

Not all of A dorno’s readers share the sympathies of Jay, Nicholsen, 
Wolin, and Tiedemann toward his conception and pursuit of mi
metic rationality. In fact, Rudiger Bubner challenges what he takes to 
be the central idea of A dorno’s philosophy, namely, that theory itself 
must becom e aesthetic. Beginning with A dorno’s 1931 inaugural lec
ture, “The Actuality of Philosophy,” Bubner explores the reasons 
Adorno resisted philosophy’s traditional project of establishing first 
principles. This resistance culminates in a text called Aesthetic Theory, 
whose main concern, says Bubner, is how philosophy and art can  
converge.

Adorno’s primary reason for refusing to specify first principles is 
historical: the project is a relic of idealism’s illusory belief in philoso
phy’s purity and autonomy. What gives this reason initial weight, ac
cording to Bubner, is A dorno’s own ungrounded first principle 
pertaining to the historical development of capitalist society. Adorno  
posits that the ideology of invariability has com e to pervade society’s 
every nook and cranny, making it imperative for philosophy to insist 
that truth is historical. H ence, says Bubner, every philosophical truth 
claim must recant its own insight, and for this a different type of lan
guage is required, namely, the language of art.

Bubner charges A dorno’s historical diagnosis with making every
thing appear reified, including theory itself. It thereby paralyzes 
A dorno’s own theory, blocking the free use of traditional philosoph
ical methods and preventing serious engagem ent with the objects of 
inquiry. Moreover, A dorno’s own starting point— a negative account 
of historical development— remains outside the discussion. Along 
with Max Horkheimer in Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno turns the 
critique of enlightenment back on itself, in order to show how the
ory’s claim to autonomy is itself a manifestation of the myth that the 
project of enlightenment seeks to supplant. “Myth” points to an irra
tional principle or condition that no amount of enlightenment can 
overcome, since myth forms the basis of historical development. 
Over against the dialectic of myth and enlightenment, Adorno posits 
what Bubner describes as “a vaguely defined ideal of an eschatological 
reconciliationand this ideal can be experienced only in the “pseu
doreality” or “illusion” created by art (p. 157).



17
Introduction

For Adorno, art that is progressive provides knowledge as a nega
tion of contem porary society. But in order to interpret art in this way, 
says Bubner, the art critic must draw on historical, philosophical, and 
sociological knowledge that is extraneous to the aesthetic structure 
of specific artworks and therefore, in Bubner’s opinion, extraneous 
to art as such. Adorno can posit art and philosophy’s convergence in 
knowledge only by assuming that societal reality and progressive art 
follow their own internal laws and directly oppose each other. Bub
ner calls this assumption the ungrounded dogma of contradiction. 
A dorno’s aesthetic theory stands and falls, he says, with its need to 
occupy a vantage point external to both art and society, “a third posi
tion, totally removed from ideology” (p. 161).

Adorno’s thesis about convergence is complicated further by his 
appeal to the concepts of mimesis and the work of art. According to 
Bubner, A dorno’s philosophy both opposes the traditional concept 
of mimesis and tries to incorporate a mimetic procedure that assimi
lates theory to its object. Bubner regards A dorno’s argument for this 
revised concept of mimesis as unpersuasive. Equally problematic is 
Adorno’s paradoxical reliance on the concept of the work of art even 
while he demonstrates the concept’s demise in m odern art. Rather 
than providing grounds for continuing to employ this category, 
Adorno builds the paradox into his own interpretations of particular 
pieces of music and literature.

W hat Bubner finds especially problematic is the role Adorno’s the
ory assigns to aesthetic experience. Because art is defined as a soci
etal critique that makes up for theory’s limitations, the results of 
encounters with artistic phenom ena are prescribed in advance, and 
“there is no lo n g e r ...a  need for individual aesthetic experience” 
(p. 168). This alleged indifference to aesthetic experience arises, 
says Bubner, from A dorno’s inversion of H egel’s dialectic of limits. 
Adorno agrees with Hegel that a limit can never be drawn from only 
one side. Whereas Hegel uses this insight to argue for art’s subordi
nation to philosophy, Adorno uses it to postulate art as that autono
mous sphere whose cognitive capacity sets limits to philosophy. In 
Bubner’s view, however, only philosophy can stipulate such a defini
tion of art, and thus A dorno’s philosophy surreptitiously places itself
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in the superior position of calling on art to save philosophy from its 
own limitations. Such machinations undermine both aesthetic expe
rience and the theoretical character of philosophy itself: “The aestheti- 
cizing of theory impoverishes a theory of the aesthetic” (p. 172).

In contrast to Bubner, who worries about the implications of Aes
thetic Theory for traditional philosophy, J . M. Bernstein finds promise 
in A dorno’s aesthetics for the development of a materialist ethics. To 
show this, Bernstein explores the connection between A dorno’s 
“Meditations on Metaphysics” in Negative Dialectics and the “rescue of 
semblance” thematized in Aesthetic Theory. Like Hegel, Adorno aims 
to articulate the experience of m odern diremptions between science 
and art, concept and object, and universal and particular. His philos
ophy cannot be positive in a Hegelian sense, however, because expe
rience itself has withered: individual subjects no longer directly 
experience the diremptions that nevertheless rake furrows into their 
backs. The question haunting A dorno’s philosophy, says Bernstein, is 
whether the “wound that eviscerates life . . .  has become so routine 
that it has become our second nature” (p. 183).

This question drives Adorno’s search for metaphysical experience 
in Negative Dialectics, where he argues that, after Auschwitz, tradi
tional metaphysical reflections about transcendence can be neither 
perpetuated nor avoided. Neither enlightened moralities, with their 
emphasis on societal immanence, nor traditional metaphysics, with 
its inability to express human suffering, can transcend rationalized 
immanence without losing touch with the bodily sensation of moral 
abhorrence at unspeakable agony.

Bernstein claims that Adorno derives his concept of metaphysical 
experience from a materialist rereading of Kant’s moral theology. 
Adorno credits Kant with recognizing that it must be possible to 
overcome the separation between the good and the right if moral 
pursuits are to make sense. To secure a connection, and to ward off 
despair, Kant postulates an “intelligible world” where happiness 
would be proportionate to virtue. Because this notion is incoherent 
even on Kantian grounds, however, Adorno reconfigures it into a 
space between the real and the imaginary. What occupies this space, 
this gap between what understanding can grasp and what it can only
declare logically possible, is the necessary semblance.
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The rescue of necessary semblance is the task of A dorno’s aesthet
ics. Driven by the unthinkability of despair, Adorno’s rescue aims at 
an experience of the possible that exceeds what is currently consid
ered to be possible, and he finds this in autonomous and modernist 
works of art. According to Bernstein’s reading of Aesthetic Theory, 
such works suggest four claims to be heeded by, and by way of, philo
sophical aesthetics: (1) that particular things can resist subsumption 
and yet yield meaning; (2) that human happiness is promised, in a 
negative fashion, as an immanent possibility; (3) that claims about 
what is possible can arise outside philosophy proper and become es
sential for philosophy; and (4) that all such claims, though objective, 
may nevertheless be sheer illusion, depending on what is done in re
sponse to such claims. Like Walter Benjamin, then, Adorno regards 
modernist works of art as sensuous particulars that provide us with 
experience of a world that is constituted by the absence of experi
ence. For Adorno, this capacity enables artworks to advance claims 
on behalf of sensuous particularity that resist the reigning universal
ity, and thereby to elicit experience that provides a materialist “moral 
image of the world” (p. 202).

Building on Benjamin’s account of aura, Aesthetic Theory suggests 
that aesthetic perception breathes the aura of an artwork not by pro
jection onto the object but by assimilation to it. And this process is as
sisted by modernist works, which in their abstraction and negativity 
resist projection. By resisting subjective projection, such works con
tinue the m odern disenchantment of the world. But by resisting the 
disqualification of so-called secondary qualities, modernist works 
also challenge the limitations of instrumental rationality. The inde
pendence of modernist works allows them to engage subjectivity on 
terms other than those typically prescribed and thereby to invoke the 
promise of happiness.

Hence, says Bernstein, to undergo aesthetic experience is “to ex
perience the possibility of experience in its robust sense” and thus to 
attain “the moral image of the world— in semblance” (p. 208). Aes
thetic experience, feeding on the imm anence of the artwork, can dis
close a transcendence “toward a future habitation of this world,” “a 
transfigured world in which happiness and virtue would be recon
ciled” (p. 208). W ithout such a speculative thought prompted by the
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rescue of artistic semblance, morality would lapse into either cyni
cism or despair.

Whereas Bubner and Bernstein examine Adorno’s rescue of artis
tic semblance, with contrasting results, Heinz Paetzold considers the 
implications of A dorno’s conception of natural beauty for what some 
philosophers label environmental ethics and environmental aesthet
ics. Paetzold locates Adorno’s legacy in the link he maintains be
tween philosophy of art and the aesthetics of nature. Although 
Adorno accepts the turn toward philosophy of art in Friedrich 
Schelling and Hegel, he rejects the suppression of nature that ac
companies this turn. On the one hand, Adorno emphasizes the his
torically mediated character of natural beauty. On the other hand, 
he portrays art as an attempt to redeem the utopian reconciliation 
promised by natural beauty. Artworks and natural beauty alike “rep
resent models of experience that transcend the totality of the princi
ple of exchange and commodity production” (p. 219). In this they 
resist the logic of instrumental reason and provide traces of the non
identical, whose meaning cannot be subjectively imposed. As Paet
zold puts it, “the images that natural beauty stimulates are fueled 
with the images that explicitly m odern works of art provide” (p. 221).

Paetzold’s essay develops a conversation between Adorno and Ger- 
not Bohm e and Martin Seel, two German theorists who have recently 
developed an aesthetics of nature. Bohme argues for a contempo
rary philosophy of nature that not only recognizes the fundamental 
interconnectedness of nature and the human world but also incor
porates the new emphasis on organic processes of communication 
and information in the natural sciences. Given such a philosophy, 
the aesthetics of nature should start from our bodily awareness (Be- 
fmdlichkeit) o f the ways in which natural things present themselves 
(Aussichheraustreten) . This will lead to a new notion of semblance, 
one that appreciates the ephemeral, as well as to a reevaluation of 
the art of gardening, with its implicit critique of traditional opposi
tions between nature and culture.

While Bohm e’s approach emphasizes the philosophy of nature, 
Seel enters environmental aesthetics from the field of ethics, prima
rily the ethics of individual conduct, and only secondarily the ethics 
of social responsibility. Seel distinguishes three types of aesthetic atti-
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tude toward nature: sensuous contemplation, orientation, and imag
ination. Each attitude can support individual well-being, whether by 
helping to “put the many outlooks on life into perspective” or by in
tensifying “existential feelings and ideas” or by offering “new visions 
of the world” (p. 229). Such attitudes also play into our experience 
of art. And, in the intersubjective dimension, the aesthetic experi
ence of nature can motivate a care of nature and can help people 
take distance from established viewpoints.

Although Paetzold agrees with much of what Bohm e and Seel pro
pose, he criticizes both for failing to take contem porary modes of ar
tistic production into account. Unlike Bohm e, for example, Paetzold 
upholds A dorno’s insight that works of art, with their capacity to 
wrest technology from subservience to capitalistic social domination, 
are crucial to an aesthetic awareness of nature that would support “a 
decisive shift in humanity’s social condition” (p. 227). Nevertheless, 
Paetzold appreciates Bohm e’s emphasis on the ephemeral, in con
trast with the traditional attempt, perhaps continued by Adorno, to 
overcome the provisional character of the semblance by way of the 
idea. According to Paetzold, many contem porary art productions, 
such as Joseph Beuys’s “social sculpture” and various site-specific 
works, highlight the ephemeral, a point ignored by Martin Seel, with 
his emphasis on the supposed perm anence of artworks. Adorno can 
still teach us to examine how contem porary artworks challenge the 
dominant patterns of technology and social domination, even as he 
reminds us that the path between the aesthetics of art and the aes
thetics of nature is a two-way street.

This reminder and its implications for social critique bring to 
mind Immanuel Kant’s description of beauty as “the symbol of mo
rality.” The connection is not accidental, according to Tom Huhn. 
Huhn reads A dorno’s Aesthetic Theory as a com plex transposition of 
themes from Kant’s Critique of Judgment. What links the two texts, 
across the two centuries separating them, is a recognition of the “so
cial opacity of the aesthetic.” W hereas Kant locates such opacity in 
aesthetic judgments concerning natural beauty, Adorno finds its site 
in the work of art.

The key to this relocation lies in Kant’s account of the sublime, as 
interpreted by Adorno and reinterpreted by Huhn. According to
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Huhn, Kant depicts aesthetic judgments about natural beauty as 
both achieving universality and occluding the universality achieved. 
Taste posits intersubjectivity but neither renders intersubjectivity ob
jective nor recognizes it— hence the social opacity of the aesthetic, 
sealing the failure of human freedom to come to fruition in nature. 
As if to compensate for such failure, the Kantian sublime becomes a 
placeholder for the promise that human freedom will be actualized.

What Kant does not recognize, and what Adorno shows, is that, by 
resisting the “imperious subjectivity” announced in Kantian sublimity, 
art has become the site of the sublime, precisely insofar as it eschews 
any imitation of nature. On the one hand, art embodies the increas
ing reification of the subjective. On the other hand, art accomplishes 
a much more complex mediation of the particular and the universal 
than was possible in the Kantian account of beauty. Insofar as art 
achieves autonomy, it functions, in H uhn’s words, as “the default 
sphere” for “failed dream s. . .  of human emancipation” but also as an 
“active, independent agency” to keep such dreams alive (p. 243).

According to Huhn, Adorno reads Kant’s account of the sublime 
as a symptom of what ails taste: sublimity’s disregard for nature and 
its celebration of human power simply radicalize the effacement of 
nature already achieved in the exercise of taste, for which natural ob
jects serve as m ere occasions. Yet the sublime continues the quest for 
human freedom, as does art, once the domination and impotence in 
the sublime becomes apparent.

Adorno credits the artwork with achieving the objectivity denied 
to taste. Such objectivity is not one of static perm anence: it resides in 
the transient process of the artwork as an “afterimage.” It is an objec
tivity not resulting from subjective effort but rather testifying to the 
failure of subjectivity to achieve freedom. The modern artwork be
comes “the objective counterimage of subjectivity” (p. 250), and in 
this counterimage resides a hope, albeit faint and dissonant, for that 
emancipation missed in natural beauty and the sublime. Modern art 
poses the question whether subjectivity can recover opportunities it 
prematurely cast aside.

Huhn elaborates this question by considering Adorno’s account of 
technique in art. Like Kant, who describes artistic beauty as a trans
formation of instrumental rationality, Adorno regards artistic tech
nique as a “dialectical overcoming of technology” (p. 251). Through
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artistic technique, the inexorable logic of means and end can be 
pushed into a pure expression of nature as that which exceeds and 
resists subjectivity’s technological grasp. Like natural beauty in a 
Kantian frame, however, technique occludes its own social character, 
for we consider it an individual achievement. Still, the dogged pur
suit of technique in m odern art results in transient works whose al
terity gives expression to something other than ourselves— perhaps 
the others we have yet to become.

The tenuous autonomy of such artworks provides another window 
into A dorno’s complex Kantianism concerning subjectivity and its 
discontents. In an essay very much in the spirit of Adorno, Gregg 
Horowitz explores the theme of art’s relationship to history. Arguing 
against historicist attempts to use nonaesthetic factors to explain the 
development of art, Horowitz proposes a concept of autonomy more 
Kantian than Hegelian in its inspiration. He reads Hegel as needing 
to retrieve art for history precisely because of the autonomy art had 
achieved, as witnessed in Kant’s Critique of judgment. Indeed, the idea 
of a history for art arises only as a consequence of art’s autonomy, it
self a historical phenom enon. This approach continues Adorno’s op
position to historicist explanations for failing to grasp the historical 
character of their own project as well as of a rt’s autonomy.

According to Horowitz, Kant’s account of art as autonomous re
quires the production of artifacts that appear to be produced with
out purpose. Contrary to a romantic interpretation, this paradoxical 
demand does not mean that the artist should flaunt all the rules. 
Rather, the artist should work up his or her materials in such a way 
that these no longer appear to be a constraint. For that to occur, 
however, the mechanism of the natural world from which come 
stone and pigment and the like must indeed be a constraint. As 
Horowitz puts it, Kant regards art as “the labor of remaking the world 
of mechanism as a world that need not be the realm of necessity” 
(p. 273). By having the look of free labor, of unnecessary work, the 
artwork appears, like nature, to lack external determination— it has 
the look of autonomy.

This look is not one of freedom. Rather, according to Horowitz’s 
reading of Kant, “autonomous art looks like the failure of freedom” 
(p. 274). In order to appear unconstrained and incompatible with 
the world of external determination, the work must show what does
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not constrain it and hence must seem bound to the very world the 
work appears to negate. From  such appearances arise historicizing 
attempts to reconnect art with its context. But in imputing to histori
cal understanding the freedom from external determination that au
tonomous art necessarily fails to achieve, historicist contextualizers 
from Hegel to Arthur Danto deploy a conception of history that 
feeds on art’s failed freedom.

That imputation and its related thesis about the death of art are 
deeply problematic. It is precisely the failure of art to free itself from  
nature that keeps it alive, unreconciled, ever battling the world of ex
ternal determination— a process Horowitz reads as “the specifically 
human story of perpetual self-creation in time through nonreconcil
iation” (p. 277). By contrast, the historicist attempt to reduce art to 
extra-aesthetic factors from a vantage point detached from such fac
tors amounts to a capitulation, in the name of freedom, to things as 
they are and a denial of history as future-oriented self-creation.

What is needed, instead of historicist reduction and resignation, is 
a critical history of art. Such a historiography, as Horowitz envisions 
it, would be fully attuned to the objective contradiction between art 
and its history, oriented by the modernist idea of autonomy rather 
than the romantic idea of freedom, and alive to the protest in mod
ern art against false reconciliation.

O ther Adorno scholars do not embrace the modernist idea of au
tonomy, however. This is particularly so for feminist critics of the 
Frankfurt School, such as Sabine Wilke and Heidi Schlipphacke. 
Wilke and Schlipphacke develop a feminist critique of A dorno’s con
struction of subjectivity. Far from being a gender-neutral category, 
they argue, this construction relies on stereotypical projections of 
male and female subjectivity, and such projections inform the theo
retical apparatus and aesthetic judgments in Aesthetic Theory.

While acknowledging Adorno’s insight into the reification of the 
body in Western civilization, Wilke and Schlipphacke show that Dia
lectic of Enlightenment remains bound to an “androcentric model of 
male bourgeois subjectivity” (p. 288). This is particularly apparent 
from the book’s discussion of female figures in the tale of Odysseus—  
the Sirens, the lotus-eaters, and Circe. Horkheimer and Adorno do
not problematize stereotypes of female sexuality; instead, their cri-
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tique of instrumental reason reinforces such stereotypes and rein
scribes women in the web of patriarchy. By failing to theorize the role 
of gender politics in the logic of domination, Horkheimer and 
Adorno cast the female subject as serving the development of male 
bourgeois subjectivity and as standing in for proscribed and impotent 
forms of sensuality.

Turning to Aesthetic Theory, Wilke and Schlipphacke trace the dia
lectic of aesthetic autonomy whereby art comes into its own as an 
agency of negatively utopian critique. According to Adorno, they say, 
art becomes autonomous by transfiguring corporeal sensuality into 
the “pleasure” of dissonance and its negation. Adorno links the re
pressed bodily nature of art, still evident in cuisine, pornography, 
and the circus, with female subjectivity, and he compares properly 
aesthetic experience with the male orgasm.

Unfortunately, such unacknowledged genderizing of art and aes
thetic experience comports all too well with the way in which Adorno 
evaluates works by specific artists, the authors claim. Not only does 
his rare mention of female artists, such as Hedwig Courts-Mahler and 
Selma Lagerlof, place their work in a stereotypically negative light, 
but also he tends to use the work of “softer” male artists like Stefan 
George, Oscar Wilde, and Frederic Chopin as whipping boys whose 
“decorative” and “aristocratic” art cannot hold a candle to the “sub
stantial” and “serious” work of, say, Franz Kafka, Samuel Beckett, and 
Arnold Schoenberg. Adorno’s scorn for purportedly effeminate and 
childish art is even m ore pronounced in his essays on jazz and on 
Hugo von Hofmannsthal in Prisms. In his aesthetic judgments, as in 
his theoretical account, Adorno fails to problematize the repression 
of the female body that he nevertheless detects in the development 
of autonomous art.

Yet there are readers for whom such failures might be compen
sated in part by the incomparable pungency of A dorno’s aesthetic 
writings. A dorno’s interpretations of Kafka, Beckett, and Schoen
berg would appear to such readers as just the antidote needed to 
counter a hypercommercialized culture industry. In fact, the con
cluding essay, by Robert Hullot-Kentor, portrays Adorno’s work as a 
“philosophy of dissonance” resembling Schoenberg’s music, to 
which Adorno devoted some of his own most intransigent writing.
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What propels Adorno’s formidable texts, Hullot-Kentor claims, is a 
need to maintain critical consciousness over against mass culture. 
Adorno heard a similar opposition in Schoenberg’s music. Both of 
them would have been appalled by a recent conference on Schoen
berg called “Constructive Dissonance,” for it is precisely the ten
dency to sentimentalize, homogenize, and neutralize, whether in 
hyped-up popular music or in glossy symphony concerts, that both 
Adorno and Schoenberg resist.

Adorno regards Schoenberg as the key figure in the movement of 
music away from commercial neutralization through an internal cri
tique of music’s own illusory character. M odern music, like m odern  
drama and m odern visual art, sets itself against fictional representa
tion of the world in order to let the world’s essence come to expres
sion. For Adorno, Hullot-Kentor writes, the musical breakthrough in 
this direction occurs when Schoenberg bids farewell to tonality in fa
vor of expression that is tied to freely manipulated musical materials. 
Schoenberg discovered how musical expression could be made bind
ing rather than fictive, namely, by employing dissonance as the prin
ciple of musical structure. In Schoenberg’s music, Adorno detects 
the possibility of “a transformed subjectivity,” one that does not dom
inate its object but “gives it binding expression” (p. 318 ). And with 
this possibility, Hullot-Kentor suggests, Adorno also finds room for a 
revolution in the course of history.

The shape of that room  and its location remain a conundrum  not 
only of Adorno’s thought but also of progressive politics at the close 
of the twentieth century. W hat Adorno and the authors in this vol
ume have shown is that aesthetic theory is less marginal to such con
cerns than its apparent obsolescence might suggest. There can be no 
horizon for dramatic historical change unless people can imagine 
and enact something other than the prevailing modes of reality and 
reason. And for such imagination and such enactment, there must 
be semblances of subjectivity.

N otes

The epigraph is from Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialektik (1966, 1967), Gesammelte 
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fied. Hereafter cited as ND, thus: ND 396-97/404-5.
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