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Aesthetic Praxis

by Josh Robinson

Contemporary actionism also represses the fact that the longing for freedom
is closely related to the aversion to praxis. Praxis was a reflex in response to
mortal danger; it still misrepresents this, where it wants to abolish mortal
danger. It is to this extent that art is the critique of praxis as unfreedom; in
this way its truth increases (Adorno, 1977a: 762)

There is a tendency in some of the few explicitly ‘political’ readings of
Adorno to argue against ‘prioritizing his writings on aesthetics’.  Against
such readings, I would like to insist on the centrality of these very writings
to any understanding of praxis that could be reasonably be thought of as
being informed by Adorno’s thought.  I am not, however, going to make any
claim for their priority above all else, and I certainly will not be arguing in
favour of an apolitical or depoliticised aestheticism.  Indeed, to the extent
that such an aestheticism is the object of such critiques, I agree with it
entirely.  However, both the reduction of Adorno’s aesthetics to such an
aestheticism – and correspondingly, any attempt to let the critique of this
reduction stand for a critique of Adorno’s aesthetics as a  whole, or even of
a focus on them – are abbreviated.

In the appropriately titled aphorism from Minima Moralia, ‘Baby with the
bathwater’, Adorno insists, in relation to the claim that culture has become
ideology, that “this very thought, equivalent to all ranting against the lie,
has itself a suspicious tendency to become ideology” (1980: 49). That is, while
there is truth in the observation that culture is complicit in the degradation
of damaged life, it does not follow that all culture can be rejected as tainted
by the administered world that has resulted from the dialectic of
Enlightenment.  My claim, more specifically, is twofold: firstly, that Adorno’s
writings on aesthetics are central to his understanding of anything we might
think of as emancipatory praxis; secondly, and reciprocally, that such an
emancipatory praxis is central to understanding Adorno’s aesthetics.

I am hesitant to refer to what I have termed ‘emancipatory praxis’ as political
praxis.  This is not out of a desire to deny its political characteristics – quite
the opposite, in fact – but in an attempt to avoid restricting the concept of
emancipatory praxis to the field of what we are currently able to think of as
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‘politics’.  The terms ‘politics’ and, to an even greater extent, ‘political
activism’, are overdetermined in relation to the praxis under discussion in
this paper.  What I refer to here as emancipatory praxis – or more simply,
praxis – should be understood as something that not only offers a critique
of all forms of domination, but also constitutes moments that point to forms
of life that are free from domination.

Artworks are “less than praxis, and more”, Adorno insists in Aesthetic Theory
(1970: 358).  Less, because as artworks, they shy away from politics as we
understand it, and thus do not constitute interventions in the political sphere.
This is all the more true of committed artworks, which only succeed in
demonstrating this very limitation through their failure to become praxis.
At the same time, artworks are more than praxis because, by claiming to exist
only for their own sake, they stand outside the system of social relations in
which something’s value is determined solely according to the dominant
principle of exchange.  Unlike the restricted view of political practice tacitly
endorsed by the committed work – endorsed insofar as it accepts not only
the reality of the political situation it aims to change, but also the restricted
field of politics in which it operates – the aestheticist ideal of art for its own
sake points to the possibility of life beyond this restriction.

Art, that is, represents, “by virtue of its turn away from praxis, the
denunciation of the narrow-minded untruth of practical being” (Adorno,
1970: 358).  Art constitutes the critique of “activity as the cryptogram of
domination” (ibid: 358-359).  The critique, that is, of activity mediated
through capital, through the production of exchange-value – that is to say,
the making of things for the sake of what they are not.  To this extent, I am
wary of arguing for a programmatic unity of aesthetics and politics, or even
for their closer co-implication.  This is because the particular form of their
separation is an epiphenomenon of bourgeois culture, which must be
overcome rather than reinscribed.  As such, this paper does not call for the
application of aesthetics to the political sphere, a manoeuvre which would
presuppose the limits imposed on it by bourgeois society, but the rejection
of and movement beyond these limits.  My aim is not the unity of aesthetics
and politics, but rather the abolition of both through a solidarity, as it were,
with aesthetics that works towards the moment of its fall.

In the rest of this paper, I will first discuss Adorno’s configuration of the
relationship between theory and praxis, focusing primarily on what the
‘Marginalia to Theory and Praxis’ reveal about the status of Adorno’s mainly
theoretical oeuvre.  I will then, as it were, invert the manoeuvre, and consider
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the reciprocal implications of one explicitly theoretical work – Aesthetic
Theory – for Adorno’s concept of praxis.  My aim is not so much to develop
a concept of an aesthetically reflected political praxis, but rather to call into
question the social reality that enables us to think the possibility that
aesthetics might inform politics, and to suggest – following the model of
Adorno’s aesthetic theory – some ways of responding to the impasse posed
by their actually existing separation.

Reflecting in 1969 on the relationship between Negative Dialectics and the
German manifestation of the movements of 1968, Adorno was critical of
what he saw as a hostility to theory within the student movement, warning
that insisting on the unity of theory and praxis often results in effect with
the subordination of theory to praxis, or even in the deletion of theory
altogether:

The much-invoked unity of theory and praxis tends to cross over into
the predominance of praxis.  Many tendencies defame theory itself
as a form of oppression; as if praxis didn’t immediately depend on
theory (Adorno, 1977b: 795)

I am not going to address here the question of the extent to which this
criticism applies to the events of 1968, in Frankfurt and elsewhere.
Significant here are the consequences for the way in which Adorno thinks
the relationship between theory and praxis is – and, importantly, should be
– configured.

Indeed, returning to the ‘Baby with the bathwater’ aphorism of Minima
Moralia, it is clear that, even twenty years earlier, Adorno was already wary
of the insistence on the unity of theory and praxis, when he argues:

Ever since all talk of utopia was shelved, for as long as the unity of
theory and praxis has been being demanded, we have become all too
practical. Fear of the impotence of theory brings about the pretence
of committing oneself to the omnipotent process of production, thus
thoroughly conceding the impotence of theory (1980: 49)

Adorno’s claim is that the demand for the almost mythical unity of theory
and praxis has become some sort of figure of reconciliation on which
dialectical thought has come to depend.  However, it has done so at the
expense of the utopian moment in dialectical thought – the insistence on the
unity of theory and praxis has become an inadequate substitute for the
utopian reconciliation that emancipatory thought takes as its goal.  That is,
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as a guiding principle of thought, the unity of theory and praxis is anything
but a utopian moment, representing rather a false reconciliation with and
accommodation to the administered world.

It is in this context that praxis can so easily be reduced to the mere semblance
of praxis, which for Adorno “bequeaths its semblance-character to all the
actions which inherit unbroken the old violent gestus of praxis” (1977a: 759).
Praxis cannot exist independently of theory: any praxis that attempts to
ignore or subordinate theory is no praxis at all.  However, praxis contains
within itself a resistance to its dependence on theory, the desire to exist
independently of theory, which conversely destroys it.  This corresponds to
theory’s aversion to praxis, an aversion which it takes from its longing for
freedom – given the tendency of praxis to reaffirm rather than challenge the
limits of actually existing politics, the emancipatory moment in theory is
necessarily opposed to this restricted view of praxis.

Theory has by its nature emancipatory aspirations.  Yet on its own it is unable
to fulfil them.  This constitutes the limit of dialectical thinking: the
speculative moment in thought can point to utopia, even if only as a negative
image, but it is unable to succeed in attaining it.  But it would be wrong to
think that theory needs in some way to be ‘completed’ by a praxis that is
imagined as complimentary to it, less still by a praxis that has divorced itself
from theory.  At its best, praxis can illustrate what theory is itself unable to
be, but only when praxis does not attempt to free itself from theory’s
constraints.  In relation to such a praxis, Adorno insists that a “concept of
praxis that is not narrow-minded can now only refer to politics, to social
relations, which to a great extent condemn the praxis of each individual to
irrelevance” (1977a: 764).

In play here is a concept of politics well beyond the limits of the bourgeois
political sphere, a concept of praxis which instead aims at the foundation of
politics as we understand it, at the configuration of social relations.
Moreover, this understanding of politics condemns to irrelevance the praxis
of the individual activist, who by definition can only act within the bounds
imposed by the current limits on politics.  Indeed, Adorno insists that the
emancipatory moment is best represented not by praxis, but by theory,
arguing that “Theory stands for what is not narrow-minded.  Despite all its
unfreedom, it is the bearer of freedom in what is not free” (1977a: 763).  This
brings theory up against its own limits, the limits of thought, an impasse
that Adorno presents in the following terms:
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While thinking restricts itself to subjective, practically valorisable
reason, its other, of which it loses control, is correspondingly ascribed
to an increasingly non-conceptual praxis, which recognises no
measure other than itself.  The bourgeois spirit unites autonomy and
practical hostility to theory just as antinomically as the society that
bears this spirit (1977a: 761)

Adorno is describing what might be termed the false reconciliation between
theory and praxis that consists in bourgeois society, ‘false’ not because it
preserves the contradictions, but rather because theory and praxis are unable
to confront each other except as deformed shadows of what they might be.
The contradictions, that is, while obviously present, do not emerge in
confrontation with one another on their own terms.  This is the tendency of
bourgeois society to elide the distinction between things as they are and
things as they ought to be, to reduce the yearning for reconciliation to the
false reconciliation with bourgeois society.

I will now begin to address how we might, within these bourgeois social
relations that permeate our thought, move towards an understanding of a
praxis that does not reaffirm the constraints of this society, but rather works
towards a future beyond them.  This involves two questions, the relationship
between which is not clear at first sight – that of (1) what this praxis might
look like, and (2) how we are able to conceive of it in this state of unfreedom.
At first glance, it would appear that the second question – how we can
conceive of such a praxis – is a prerequisite to answering the first, and will
indeed lead us to an answer.  However, this would be to remain within the
constraints of the very enlightenment-reason from which emancipatory
praxis aspires to escape.  As such, there is no answer to the question ‘how
can we know?’ beyond the attempt itself to know.

In Aesthetic Theory, Adorno claims that there exists within art the trace of a
praxis that is in a radical sense yet-to-come: “Artworks draw credit on a
praxis which has not yet begun, and of which no one can say whether it will
honour its exchange” (1970: 129).  That is to say, there is something
necessarily unknowable about this praxis – it has elements which ensure that
it cannot, under existing social relations, be known in its totality.  This is
bound up with the fact that such a praxis, like artworks themselves, must be
understood as being far removed from empirical reality.

The relationship of aesthetic purposiveness to real purposiveness was
historical: artworks’ immanent purposiveness came to them from
outside.  Collectively honed aesthetic forms are in many ways
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purposive forms that have become purposeless, such as ornaments,
which not without reason drew on mathematics and astronomy.  This
path is mapped out by the magical origin of artworks: they were
elements of a praxis which wanted to influence nature, separated
themselves from it in the beginnings of rationality, and gave up the
deception of real influence (Adorno, 1970: 210)

Artworks, that is, carry within themselves the trace of the historical and pre-
historical mystical praxis in which they have their origins.  It is through the
rejection of this praxis – the rejection, that is, of the attempt to influence via
ritual the reality in which they exist – that artworks come to stand outside
the means-ends rationality that characterises bourgeois (if not only
bourgeois) society.  This is what Adorno describes, in relation to Beckett, as
art’s distance from praxis:

Endgame is neither a play about the atom bomb nor without content:
the determinate negation of its content becomes a formal principle
and the negation of content as such.  Beckett’s oeuvre issues the
terrible answer to the art which through its beginnings, its distance
from any praxis, in the face of the threat of death, became ideology
through the harmlessness of its mere form (1970: 371)

This is the significance of Adorno’s claim that what artworks say “is not what
their words say” (1970: 274).  Any attempt to reduce an artwork to its
paraphrasable content (and, indeed, any artwork that makes the claim to be
identical with this propositional content) will lapse into the promotion of
ideology.  It is to this extent that artistic praxis, technical praxis, is closely
related to emancipatory praxis.  While artistic technique might at first glance
appear not to have a great deal to do with a work’s political and social
significance, Adorno is adamant that there is in fact a fundamental
relationship between the two: it is at least in part through artistic praxis –
technique – that artworks are able to remove themselves from the context of
means-ends rationality.

The dominant social sphere, in which this rationality is most visibly present,
is that of capitalist production, to which art has an ambiguous relationship.
The procedures of artistic technique are closely related to the forces of
production at their most developed, but relate to their material rather
differently than in the capitalist mode of production:

The aesthetic name for the mastery of material – technique, borrowed
from the ancient usage that counted the arts among the artisanal
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activities – is in its current meaning relatively new.  It bears the traces
of a phase in which, analogously to science, method appeared to be
independent of its object.  All artistic procedures that form the
material and allow themselves to be directed by it converge
retrospectively under the technological aspect, even those which have
not yet divorced themselves from the artisanal axis of the medieval
production of goods, with which art, in resistance to capitalist
integration, never fully broke (Adorno, 1970: 316)

Artistic technique, that is, preserves historically outdated productive
methods, even in works that make use of features of capitalist production at
its most advanced.  It is clear from this passage that what Adorno refers to
as technique is constrained not only by the state of development of the forces
of production, but also by the material itself that is being worked.  It is
significant that Adorno refers to the production of the middle ages as
‘artisanal praxis’ – it is scarcely imaginable that he would use the term
‘praxis’ to refer to the production of exchange-values under capitalist social
relations, a form of production which art categorically rejects.  As Adorno
writes, “What is social about art is its immanent movement against society,
not its obvious assumption of a position.  Its historical gestus pushes
empirical reality away from itself, of which artworks as things are
themselves a part” (1970: 336).

In other words, artworks reject both the social relations under which they
are created and most of that which calls itself political praxis within and
against these social relations.  But their rejection of praxis is neither
unequivocal nor static.  “The more deeply artworks are deciphered, the less
their opposition to praxis remains absolute; even artworks are something
other than what they are at first, their basis, namely that opposition, and
artworks expose its mediation” (1970: 358).  To claim that artworks are
opposed to praxis is an oversimplification.  Rather, they are opposed to the
reduced view of praxis, according to which it only represents that which
theory cannot be, and is to this extent opposed to theory.  Adorno sets out
in the same paragraph how he thinks the relationship between art and praxis
should be configured:

Art’s dialectical relation to praxis is that of its social effect.  That
artworks intervene politically is worthy of doubt; if it happens on
occasion, it is usually peripheral to them; if they strive towards it,
they tend to undermine their concept.  Their true social effect is highly
mediated, a stake in the spirit which in subterranean processes
contributes to changing society, and which is concentrated in
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artworks; they attain such a stake only through their objectivation.
The effect of artworks is that of a reminder which they cite through
their existence, and hardly that a manifest praxis responds to their
latent praxis; its autonomy has moved itself too far away from its
immediacy (1970: 359)

It would be wrong to see artworks as any sort of immediate representation
of utopia, for this would not only predetermine and thus block off the way
to utopia, but also ignore the fact that artworks are themselves in no way
free from mediation.  The social effect of artworks must be distinguished not
only from the aim of their makers, but also from their own intention.
Artworks are by their nature unable to be what they want to be, which in
turn frees them to do what only they can do: namely, point to a world that
is not mediated through the commodity form.

This is the significance of Adorno’s claim that “art and theory have the same
intention”, that art “repeats in itself, modifies and so to say neutralises
praxis, and so takes up positions” (1970: 358).  Both art and theory, that is,
criticize praxis in the name of its own aspirations.  It is in this respect that
the Marxist idea of the unity of theory and praxis represents a false
understanding of the relationship between the two.  Theory and praxis
cannot be added together to complete one another.  The relationship between
them rather shows what is lacking in both, but which the other cannot fully
provide.  The simple unity of theory and praxis requires an abstract concept
of subjectivity, in which, for Adorno, “the process of rationalisation comes
to an end”, and which he insists in the ‘Marginalia to Theory and Praxis’ can
“in the strong sense no more do anything than the spontaneity which is
attested to it can be imagined of the transcendental subject” (1977a: 760).
Against this empty, abstract subjectivity, I would like to close by suggesting
that Adorno’s understanding of art points towards ways in which we might
begin to conceive of a praxis that is not opposed either to art or to theory,
but rather responds to them.  In the ‘Paralipomena’ to Aesthetic Theory,
Adorno claims that “in the concept of art, play is the moment through which
art raises itself immediately beyond the immediacy of praxis and its ends”
(1970: 469).  He goes on to allude to a praxis that is not restricted by the
requirements of political activism, based on the means of satisfying the needs
of life – enjoyment, pleasure, autonomy (Adorno, 1970: 472-473).  This would
be a praxis that does not depend on abstract, means-ends rationality, but
which rather starts from the moments in which this reality is challenged.  It
is in this respect that Adorno can assert in Aesthetic Theory that “Praxis is not
the effect of works, but encapsulated in their truth-content” (1970: 367).  This
is not to claim that there exists in the experience of artworks – less still in the
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enjoyment of them – some sort of experience of heaven on earth, of utopia
within damaged life, but that within artworks is encoded, in Adorno’s terms,
liberated society beyond both irrationality and the instrumental rationality
of means and ends (1970: 338).
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