
In a situation where the miserable reality can be 
changed only through radical political praxis, the 
concern with aesthetics demands justification. It 
would be senseless to deny the element of despair 
inherent in this concern: the retreat into a world 
of fiction where existing conditions are changed 
and overcome only in the realm of the imagination. 
However, this purely ideological conception of 
art is being questioned with increasing intensity. 
It seems that art as art expresses a truth, an ex- 
perience, a necessity which, although not in the 
domain of radical praxis, are nevertheless essential 
components of revolution. With this insight, the 
basic conception of Marxist aesthetics, that is its 
treatment of art as ideology, and the emphasis 
on the class character of art, become again the 
topic of critical reexamination.' 

This discussion is directed to the following 
theses of Marxist aesthetics: 

1 .  There is a definite connection between 
art and the material base, between art and the 
totality of the relations of production. With the 
change in production relations, art itself is trans- 
formed as part of the superstructure, although, 
like other ideologies, it can lag behind or anticipate 
social change. 



2. There is a definite connection between 
art and social class. The only authentic, true, pro- 
gressive art is the art of an ascending class. It 
expresses the consciousness of this class. 

3. Consequently, the political and the aes- 
thetic, the revolutionary content and the artistic 
quality tend to coincide. 

4. The writer has an obligation to articulate 
and express the interests and needs of the ascending 
class. (In capitalism, this would be the proletariat.) 

5 .  A declining class or its representatives are 
unable to produce anything but "decadent" art. 

6. Realism (in various senses) is considered 
as the art form which corresponds most adequately 
to the social relationships, and thus is the "correct" 
art form. 

Each of these theses implies that the social 
relations of production must be represented in 
the literary work-not imposed upon the work 
externally, but a part of its inner logic and the logic 
of the material. 

This aesthetic imperative follows from the 
base-superstructure conception. In contrast to the 

rather dialectical formulations of Marx and Engels, 
the conception has been made into a rigid schema, 
a schematization that has had devastating conse- 
quences for aesthetics. The schema implies a 
normative notion of the material base as the true 
reality and a political devaluation of nonmaterial 
forces particularly of the individual consciousness 
and subconscious and their political function. 
This function can be either regressive or emanci- 
patory. In both cases, it can become a material 
force. If historical materialism does not account 
for this role of subjectivity, it takes on the coloring 
of vulgar materialism. 

Ideology becomes mere ideology, in spite 
of Engels's emphatic qualifications, and a devalua- 
tion of the entire realm of subjectivity takes place, 
a devaluation not only of the subject as ego 
cogito, the rational subject, but also of inwardness, 
emotions, and imagination. The subjectivity of 
individuals, their own consciousness and uncon- 
scious tends to be dissolved into class con- 
sciousness. Thereby, a major prerequisite of revo- 
lution is minimized, namely, the fact that the 
need for radical change must be rooted in the 
wbjectivity of individuals themselves, in their in- 



their goals. Marxist theory succumbed to that very 
reification which it had exposed and combated in 
society as a whole. Subjectivity became an atom 
of objectivity; even in its rebellious form it was 
surrendered to a collective consciousness. The 
deterministic component of Marxist theory does 
not lie in its concept of the relationship between 
social existence and consciousness, but in the 
reductionistic concept of consciousness which 
brackets the particular content of individual con- 
sciousness and, with it, the subjective potential 
for revolution. 

This development was furthered by the inter- 
pretation of subjectivity as a "bourgeois" notion. 
Historically, this is q~estionable.~ But even in 
bourgeois society, insistence on the truth and right 
of inwardness is not really a bourgeois value. 
With the affirmation of the inwardness of subjectiv- 
ity, the individual steps out of the network of 
exchange relationships and exchange values, with- 
draws from the reality of bourgeois society, and 
enters another dimension of existence. Indeed, 
this escape from reality led to an experience which 
could (and did) become a powerful force in in- 
validating the actually prevailing bourgeois values, 
namely, by shifting the locus of the individual's 

realization from the domain of the performance 
principle and the profit motive to that of the inner 
resources of the human being: passion, imagination, 
conscience. Moreover, withdrawal and retreat 
were not the last position. Subjectivity strove to 
break out of its inwardness into the material and 
intellectual culture. And today, in the totalitarian 
period, it has become a political value as a counter- 
force against aggressive and exploitative social- 
ization. 

Liberating subjectivity constitutes itself in 
the inner history of the individuals-their own 
history, which is not identical with their social ex- 
istence. It is the particular history of their encoun- 
ters, their passions, joys, and sorrows-experiences 
which are not necessarily grounded in their class 
situation, and which are not even comprehensible 
from this perspective. To be sure, the actual 
manifestations of their history are determined by 
their class situation, but this situation is not the 
ground of their fate--of that which happens to 
them. ~ s ~ e c i a l l ~  in its nonmaterial aspects it ex- 
plodes the class framework. It is all too easy to 
relegate love and hate, joy and sorrow, hope and 
despair to the domain of psychology, thereby re- 
moving them from the concerns of radical praxis. 



Indeed, in terms of political economy they may 
not be "forces of production," but for every human 
being they are decisive, they constitute reality. 

Even in its most distinguished representatives 
Marxist aesthetics has shared in the devaluation 
of subjectivity. Hence the preference for realism as 
the model of progressive art; the denigration of 
romanticism as simply reactionary; the denunciation 
of "decadent" art-in general, the embarrassment 
when confronted with the task of evaluating the 
aesthetic qualities of a work in terms other than 
class ideologies. 

I shall submit the following thesis: the radical 
qualities of art, that is to say, its indictment of 
the established reality and its invocation of the 
beautiful image (schoner Schein) of liberation are 
grounded precisely in the dimensions where art 
transcends its social determination and emancipates 
itself from the given universe of discourse and 
behavior while preserving its overwhelming pres- 
ence. Thereby art creates the realm in which the 
subversion of experience proper to art becomes 
possible: the world formed by art is recognized 
as a reality which is suppressed and distorted in 
the given reality. This experience culminates in ex- 

treme situations (of love and death, guilt and 
failure, but also joy, happiness, and fulfillment) 
which explode the given reality in the name of a 
truth normally denied or even unheard. The inner 
logic of the work of art terminates in the emergence 
of another reason, another sensibility, which defy 
the rationality and sensibility incorporated in the 
dominant social institutions. 

Under the law of the aesthetic form, the given 
reality is necessarily sublimated: the immediate 
content is stylized, the "data" are reshaped and re- 
ordered in accordance with the demands of the art 
form, which requires that even the representation 
of death and destruction invoke the need for 
hope-a need rooted in the new consciousness 
embodied in the work of art. 

Aesthetic sublimation makes for the affirma- 
tive, reconciling component of art,3 though it is 
at the same time a vehicle for the critical, negating 
function of art. The transcendence of immediate 
reality shatters the reified objectivity of established 
social relations and opens a new dimension of 
experience: rebirth of the rebellious subjectivity. 
Thus, on the basis of aesthetic sublimation, a de- 
sublimation takes place in the perception of in- 



dividuals-in their feelings, judgments, thoughts; 
an invalidation of dominant norms, needs, and 
values. With all its affirmative-ideological features, 
art remains a dissenting force. 

We can tentatively define "aesthetic form" 
as the result of the transformation of a given con- 
tent (actual or historical, personal or social 
fact) into a self-contained whole: a poem, play, 
novel, e t ~ . ~  The work is thus "taken out" of the 
constant process of reality and assumes a signifi- 
cance and truth of its own. The aesthetic transfor- 
mation is achieved through a reshaping of language, 
perception, and understanding so that they reveal 
the essence of reality in its appearance: the re- 
pressed potentialities of man and nature. The work 
of art thus re-presents reality while accusing it." 

The critical function of art, its contribution to 
the struggle for liberation, resides in the aesthetic 
form. A work of art is authentic or truc not by 
virtue of its content (i.e., the "correct" representa- 
tion of social conditions), nor by its "pure" form, 
but by the content having become form. 

True, the aesthetic form removes art from 
the actuality of the class struggle-from actuality 
pure and simple. The aesthetic form constitutes 
the autononly of art vis a vis "the given." However, 

this dissociation does not produce "false con- 
sciousness" or mere illusion but rather a counter- 
consciousness: negation of the realistic-conformist 
mind. 

Aesthetic form, autonomy, and truth are inter- 
related. Each is a socio-historical phenomenon, 
and each transcends the socio-historical arena. 
While the latter limits the autonomy of art it does 
so without invalidating the transhistorical truths 
expressed in the work. The truth of art lies in its 
power to break the monopoly of established reality 
(i.e., of those who established it) to define what 
is real. In this rupture, which is the achievement 
of the aesthetic form, the fictitious world of art 
appears as true reality. 

Art is committed to that perception of the 
world which alienates individuals from their func- 
tional existence and performance in society- 
it is committed to an emancipation of sensibility, 
imagination, and reason in all spheres of sub- 
jectivity and objectivity. The aesthetic transforma- 
tion becomes a vehicle of recognition and indict- 
ment. But this achievement presupposes a degree 
of autonomy which withdraws art from the mystify- 
ing power of the given and frees it for the expres- 
sion of its own truth. lnasmuch as man and nature 





the essence of a given reality and not merely its 
appearance. Reality is taken to be the totality of 
social relations and its essence is defined as the laws 
determining these relations in the "complex of 
social causality." I' This view demands that the 
protagonists in a work of art represent individuals 
as "types" who in turn exemplify "objective ten- 
dencies of social development, indeed of humanity 
as a whole." lo 

Such formulations provoke the question 
whether literature is not hereby assigned a function 
which could only be fulfilled in the medium of 
theory. The representation of the social totality 
requires a conceptual analysis, which can hardly 
be transposed into the medium of sensibility. 
During the great debate on Marxist aesthetics in 
the early thirties, Lu Marten suggested that Marxist 
theory possesses a theoretical form of its own 
which militates against any attempt to give it an 
aesthetic form." 

But if the work of art cannot be compre- 
hended in terms of social theory, neither can it be 
comprehended in terms of philosophy. In his 
discussion with Adorno, Lucien Goldmann rejects 
Adorno's claim that in order to understand a 
literary work "one has to transcend it towards 

philosophy, philosophical culture and critical 
knowledge." Against Adorno, Goldmann insists 
on the concreteness immanent in the work which 
makes it into an (aesthetic) totality in its own right: 
"The work of art is a universe of colors, sounds 
and words, and concrete characters. There is no 
death, there is only Phaedra dying." l2 

The reification of Marxist aesthetics depreci- 
ates and distorts the truth expressed in this universe 
-it minimizes the cognitive function of art as 
ideology. For the radical potential of art lies pre- 
cisely in its ideological character, in its transcendent 
relation to the "basis." Ideology is not always 
mere ideology, false consciousness. The conscious- 
ness and the representation of truths which ap- 
pear as abstract in relation to the established process 
of production are also ideological functions. Art 
presents one of these truths. As ideology, it opposes 
the given society. The autonomy of art contains 
the categorical imperative: "things must change." 
If the liberation of human beings and nature is 
to be possible at all, then the social nexus of 
destruction and submission must be broken. This 
does not mean that the revolution becomes thematic; 
on the contrary, in the aesthetically most perfect 
works, it does not. It seems that in these works the 



necessity of revolution is presupposed, as the 
a priori of art. But the revolution is also as it were 
surpassed and questioned as to how far it re- 
sponds to the anguish of the human being, as to 
how far it achieves a rupture with the past. 

Compared with the often one-dimensional 
optimism of propaganda, art is permeated with 
pessimism, not seldom intertwined with comedy. 
Its "liberating laughter" recalls the danger and the 
evil that have passed-this time! But the pessimism 
of art is not counterrevolutionary. It serves to 
warn against the "happy consciousness" of radical 
praxis: as if all of that which art invokes and in- 
dicts could be settled through the class struggle. 
Such pessimism permeates even the literature in 
which the revolution itself is affirmed, and becomes 
thematic; Biichner's play, The Deuth of Dunton 
is a classic example. 

Marxist aesthetics assumes that all art is 
somehow conditioned by the relations of production, 
class position, and so on. Its first task (but only 
its first) is the specific analysis of this "somehow," 
that is to say, of the limits and modes of this 
conditioning. The question as to whether there are 
qualities of art which transcend specific social 

conditions and how these qualities are related to 
the particular social conditions remains open. Marx- 
ist aesthetics has yet to ask: What are the qualities 
of art which transcend the specific social content 
and form and give art its universality? Marxist 
aesthetics must explain why Greek tragedy and the 
medieval epic, for example, can still be experi- 
enced today as "great," "authentic" literature, even 
though they pertain to ancient slave society and 
feudalism respectively. Marx's remark at the end 
of The Introduction to the Critique of Political 
Economy is h a r e  persuasive; one simply cannot 
explain the attraction of Greek art for us today as 
our rejoicing in the unfolding of the social "child- 
hood of humanity." 

However correctly one has analyzed a poem, 
play, or novel in terms of its social content, the 
questions as to whether the particular work is good, 
beautiful, and true are still unanswered. But the 
answers to these questions cannot again be given 
in terms of the specific relations of production 
which constitute the historical context of the re- 
spective work. The circularity of this method is 
obvious. In addition it falls victim to an easy 
relativism which is contradicted clearly enough by 






