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Commaitment

ince Sartre’s essay What is Litera-
ture? there has been less theoreti-

cal debate about committed and autonomous literature. ButAtl'Axe co:;tro;
versy remains as urgent as only something that concerns spirit an nocl
the immediate survival of human beings can be today: Sartre was ;inovc
to write his manifesto because he—and he was certainly not the r;:t to
do so—saw works of art lying in state next to one an.ther ina pantfeon
of elective culture, decaying into cultural commodities. Wo‘rks 0 ahrt
violate one another through their coexistence. Each one, without the
author necessarily having willed it, str‘iv.es for the utmost, ancli none
really tolerates its neighbor next to it. This kind of salutary 1nt<;f{rax;ﬁe
characterizes not only individual works but also types of art, li e s
different approaches the half—forgottep controversy about“ cqmrcl;ltte
and autonomous art was concerned with. These are two a-ttmlli es tf;
objectivity,” and they are at war with one anot}}er even when 1nt§ te;ctu;
life exhibits them in a false peace. The cc.)mmltt'ed W(?rk of art i u'xzjls
the work that wants nothing but to exist; it considers it a fetish, the 1h e
pastime of those who would be happy to sleep th.rough thf:.delu%e thé.]t
threatens us—an apolitical stance that is in fact hlghly POllth:L n ;li
view, such a work distracts from the clash of real interests. TT(;1 conflic
between the two great power blocs no longer spar.es anyone.l ble‘ [;oss:
bility of spirit itself is so dependent on that copﬂnct that on yF in ?es_
would insist on rights that can be smashed tO.bltS tomorrow. For au onf
omous works of art, however, such considerations, and the conce[;txo}x:. oh
art that underlines them, are themselves already the catastrophe o wd 1}1:]
committed works warn spirit. If spirit renounces the freedom and the
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duty to objectify itself in pure form, it has abdicated. Any works that
are still created are busy conforming to the naked existence they are
opposed to, as ephemeral as committed works consider autonomous
works, which from the day they are created belong in the academic sem-
inar where they will inevitably end. The sharp point of this antithesis is
a reminder of just how problematic matters are with art today, Each of
the two alternatives negates itself along with the other: committed art,
which as art s necessarily detached from reality, because it negates its
difference from reality; fars pour lart because through its absolutization
it denies even the indissoluble connection to reality that is contained in
art’s autonomy as its polemical a priori. The tension in which art has
had its life up to the most recent period vanishes between these two
poles. In the meantime, contemporary literature itself raises doubts
about the omnipotence of these alternatives. Contemporary literature is
not so completely subjugated to the way of the world that it is suited to
the formation of political fronts. The Sartrean goats and the Valéryan
sheep cannot be separated. Commitment as such, even if politically in-
tended, remains politically ambiguous as long as it does not reduce itself
to propaganda, the obliging shape of which mocks any commitment on
the part of the subject. The opposite, however, what the Soviet catalogue
of sins calls formalism, is opposed not only by the officials over there
and not only by libertarian existentialism: the so-called abstract texts are
casily reproached with a lack of scandalousness, a lack of societal aggres-
siveness, even by avant-gardists. On the other hand, Sartre has the high-
est praise for Picasso’s Guernica; he could easily be accused of formalist
sympathies in music and painting. He reserves his concept of commit-
ment for literature on account of its conceptual nature: “The writer deals
with meanings.”' Certainly, but not only with meanings. Although no
word that enters into a work of literature divests itself fully of the mean-
ings it possesses in communicative speech, still, in no work, not even
the traditional novel, does this meaning remain untransformed; it is not
the same meaning the word had outside the work. Even the simple “was”
In an account of something that did not exist acquires a new formal
quality by virtue of the fact that it “was” not. This continues in the
higher levels of meaning in a literary work, up to what was once thought
of as its Idea. The special status Sartre accords literature must also be
questioned by anyone who does not immediately subsume the genres of
art under the general overarching concept of art. The residues in literary
works of meanings from outside those works are the indispensable non-
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artistic element in art. The work’s formal law cannot be inferred from
those meanings but only from the dialectic of the two moments. That
law governs what the meanings are transformed into. The distinction
between writers and literati is a shallow one, but the subject matter of a
philosophy of art, such as even Sartre intends it, is not its journalistic
aspect, Still less is it that for which German offers the term “Aussage”
[message]. That term vibrates intolerably between what an artist wants
from his product and the demand for a metaphysical meaning that ex-
presses itself objectively. Here in Germany that is generally an uncom-
monly serviceable Being. The social function of talk about committed
art has become somewhat confused. The person who demands, in a spirit
of cultural conservatism, that the work of art say something allies him-
self with the political counterpesition in opposing the afunctional her-
metic work of art. Those who sing the praises of binding ties will be
more likely to find Sartre’s No Exit profound than to listen patiently to
a text in which language rattles the cage of meaning and through its
distance from meaning rebels from the outset against a positive assump-
tion of meaning. For Sartre, the atheist, on the other hand, the concep-
tual meaning of the literary work remains the precondition for commit-
ment. Works that the bailiff takes action against in the East may be
denounced demagogically by guardians of the genuine message because
they allegediy say something they do not say at all. Hatred of what the
National Socialists were already calling cultural bolshevism during the
Weimar Republic has outlived the age of Hitler, when it was institution-
alized. Today it flares up about works of the same kind as forty years
ago, including some whose origins go back a long way and whose link
with tradition is unmistakable. In the newspapers and periodicals of the
radical right there 1s, as always, a contrived outrage about what is said
to be unnatural, overly intellectual, unhealthy, and decadent; they know
who they are writing for. This is in accord with the insights of social
psychology into the authoritarian character. Among the existentialia of
that character are conventionalism, respect for the rigid facade of opin-
ion and society, defense against impulses that cause confusion about that
facade or strike something personal in the unconscious, something ‘that
cannot be admitted at any cost. Literary realism of any provenance what-
soever, even if it calls itself critical or socialist, is more compatible with
this antagonistic attitude toward everything strange or upsetting than are
works that through their very approach, without swearing by political
slogans, put the rigid coordinate system of the authoritarian character
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out of action, a coordinate system which such people then hold to al] the
more st'ubbornly the less they are capable of spontaneously experiencing
something not already officially approved. The desire to take Brecht out
of the repertory [in West Germany] should be attributed to a relative]
superficial layer of political consciousness; and it was probably not Ver));
strong or it would have taken a much crasser form after August 13 [i.e
when the Berlin Wall was put up]. When, on the other hand, the socizlxi
contract with reality is canceled, in that literary works no longer speak
as though they were talking about something real, one’s hair stands on
fend. Not the least of the weaknesses in the debate about committed art
is that the debate did not reflect on the effect exerted by works whose
formal law disregards matters of effect. As long as what is communicated
in the shock of the uninteiligible is not understood, the whole debate
resembles shadow-boxing. Confusions in evaluating an issue do not, of
course, change anything in the issue itself, but they do necessitate a re-
thinking of the alternatives.

. In terms of theory, commitment should be distinguished from tenden-
tiousness, or advocacy of a particular partisan position. Committed art
in the strict sense is not intended to lead to specific measures, legislative
acts, or institutional arrangements, as in older ideological pieces directed
against syphilis, the duel, the abortion laws, or the reform schools. In-
stead, it works toward an attitude: Sartre, for instance, aims at choice as
the possibility of existence, as opposed to a spectatorlike neutrality. The
very thing that gives committed art an artistic advantage over the ten-
dentious piece, however, makes the content to which the author is com-
mitted ambiguous. In Sartre the category of decision, originally Kier-
!(egaardian, takes on the legacy of the Christian “He who is not for me
1S against me,” but without the concrete theological content. All that is
left of that is the abstract authority of the choice enjoined, without regard
for the fact that the very possibility of choice is dependent on what is to
be chosen. The prescribed form of the alternatives through which Sartre
wants to prove that freedom can be lost negates freedom. Within a sjtu-
ation predetermined in reality, it fails and becomes empty assertion.
Herbert Marcuse provided the correct label for the philosophical idea
that one can accept or reject torture inwardly: nonsense. It is precisely
this, however, that is supposed to leap out at us from Sartre’s dramatic
situations. The reason they are so ill suited to serve as models for Sartre’s
own existentialism is that—and here we must credit Sartre’s truthful-
ness—they contain within themselves the whole administered world that
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castenualism ignores; it is unfreedom that can be learned from them.
Sartre’s theater of ideas sabotages the very thing for which he thought
up the categories. But this is not an individual failing on the part of his
plays. Art is not a matter of pointing up alternatives but rather of resist-
ing, solely through artistic form, the course of the world, which contin-
ues to hold a pistol to the heads of human beings. When, however,
committed works of art present decisions to be made and make those
decisions their criteria, the choices become interchangeable. As a conse-
quence of that ambiguity, Sartre has stated very openly that he does not
expect any real change in the world to be accomplished through litera-
ture; his skepticism bears witness to historical changes both in society
and in the practical function of literature since Voltaire. The locus of
commitment shifts to the writer’s views, in accordance with the extreme
subjectivism of Sartre’s philosophy, which for all its materialist under-
tones resounds with German speculative philosophy. For Sartre the work
of art becomes an appeal to the subject because the work is nothing but
the subject’s decision or non-decision. He will not grant that even in its
initial steps every work of art confronts the writer, however free he may
be, with objective requirements regarding its construction. Confronted
with these demands, the writer’s intention becomes only a moment in the
process. Sartre’s question, “Why write?” and his derivation of writing
from a “deeper choice” are unconvincing because the author’s motiva-
tions are irrelevant to the written work, the literary product. Sartre
comes close to acknowledging this when he remarks that, as Hegel was
well aware, works increase in stature the less they remain bound up with
the empirical person who produces them. When, using Durkheimian
terminology, Sartre calls the work a “fait social,” a social fact, he is
involuntarily citing the idea of a deeply collective objectivity that cannot
be penetrated by the mere subjective intentions of the author. This is
why he wants to link commitment not to the writer’s intention but to the
fact that the writer is a human being.? But this definition is so general
that any distinction between commitment and human works or behavior
of any kind is lost. It is a question of the writer engaging himself in the
present, dans le présent; but since the writer cannot escape the present in
any case, no program can be inferred from this. The obligation the
writer takes on is far more precise: it is not one of choice but one of
substance. When Sartre talks about dialectics, his subjectivism pays so
little heed to the particular Other which the subject becomes in divesting
itself of itself and through which it becomes subject in the first place that
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for him any and all literary objectification becomes suspect as rigidity.
But because the pure immediacy and spontaneity that he hopes to salvage
are not defined by anything they confront, they degenerate to a second-
order reification. To move the drama and the novel beyond mere expres-
sion—for Sartre the prototype would be the cry of the person being
tortured—he has to have recourse to a flat objectivity, removed from the
dialectic of work and expression: the communication of his own philos-
ophy. That philosophy appoints itself the substance of literature as only
in Schiller. But by the criterion of the literary work what is communi-
cated, however sublime it might be, is hardly more than material.
Sartre’s plays are vehicles for what the author wants to say; they have
failed to keep pace with the evolution of aesthetic forms. They operate
with traditional plots and exalt them with an unshaken faith in meanings
that are to be transferred from art to reality. The theses illustrated, or
sometimes expressly stated, however, misuse the impulses whose expres-
sion is the motivation for Sartre’s dramaturgy by providing examples,
and in doing so they disavow themselves. The sentence “Hell is other
people,” which concludes one of Sartre’s most famous plays,® sounds like
a quotation from Being and Nothingness; moreover, it could just as well
read, “Hell is we ourselves.” The conjunction of readily graspable plots
and equally graspable and distillable ideas has brought Sartre great suc-
cess and made him, certainly against his own intentions, acceptable to
the culture industry. The high level of abstraction of his pieces @ thése
misled him into setting some of his best works, the film Les jeux sons
Jaits and the drama Disry Hands, among the political leaders and not in
obscurity among the victims. Similarly, the current ideology that Sartre
hates confuses the deeds and the sufferings of paper-doll leaders with the
objective course of history. Sartre participates in weaving the veil of
personalization, the idea that those who are in charge, and not an anon-
ymous machinery, make the decisions, and that there is still life on the
heights of the social command posts; Beckett’s characters, who are in the
process of kicking the bucket, know the score on that one. Sartre’s ap-
proach prevents him from reéognizing the hell he is rebelling against.
Many of his phrases could be echoed by his mortal enemies. The idea
that it is a matter of choice in and of itse|f would even coincide with the
Nazi slogan, “Only sacrifice makes us free”; in Fascist Italy, absolute
dynamism made similar philosophical pronouncements. The weakness in
Sartre’s conception of commitment strikes at the cause to which Sartre s
committed.



82
NOTES TO LITERATURE 1]

Brecht too, who glorifies the party directly in many of his plays, like
the dramatization of Gorki's The Mother or The Measures Taken, occa-
sionally wanted, at least according to his theoretical writings, primarily
to educate spectators to a detached, thoughtful, experimental attitude, the
opposite of the illusionary stance of empathy and identification. Since Sv.
Joan, his dramaturgy has surpassed Sartre’s considerably in its tendency
to abstractness. Except that Brecht, more consistent than Sartre and the
greater artist, has raised abstraction itself to a formal principle, that of
a didactic poésie that excludes the traditional concept of the dramatic
character. Brecht understood that the surface of social life, the sphere of
consumption, of which the psychologically motivated actions of indjvid-
uals are also to be considered a part, conceals the essence of society. As
the law of exchange, that essence is itself abstract. Brecht distrusts aes-
thetic individuation as an ideology. This is why he wants to turn the
gruesomeness of society into a theatrical phenomenon by dragging it out
into the open. The people on his stage visibly shrivel up into the agents
of social processes and functions that they are, indirectly and without
realizing it, in empirical reality. Unlike Sartre, Brecht no longer pos-
tulates an identity between living individuals and the social essence, nor
the absolute sovereignty of the subject. But the process of aesthetic re-
duction he undertakes for the sake of political truth works against polit-
1cal truth. That truth requires countless mediations, which Brecht dis-
dains. What has artistic legitimacy as an alienating infantilism—Brecht’s
first plays kept company with Dada—becomes infantility when it claims
theoretical and social validity. Brecht wanted to capture the inherent na-
ture of capitalism in an image; to this extent his intention was in fact
what he disguised it from the Stalinist terror as being—realistic. He
“would have refused to cite that essence, imageless and blind, as it were,
through its manifestations in the damaged life, removed from meaning.
But this burdened him with an obligation to theoretical accuracy in what
he unequivocally intended. His art disdains the quid pro quo in which
what presents itself as doctrine is simultaneously exempted, by virtue of
its aesthetic form, from the requirement that what it teaches be cogent.
Critique of Brecht cannot gloss over the fact that—for objective reasons
that go beyond the adequacy of his work—he did not satisfy the norm
that he established for himself as though it were a means of salvation.
St. Joan was the central work of his dialectical theater; even the Good
Woman of Szechuan varied it through reversal: just as Joan aids the bad
through spontaneous goodness, so the person who wills the good must
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me‘r ar}d the less he aims at imagery, the more he misses the essence of
capitalism the. parable is about. Events in the sphere of circulation
where tompetitors are cutting one another’s throats, take the place o%
appropriation of surplus value in the sphere of production, but in com-

fall through.

'Brecht's comedy about the resistible rise of the great dictator Arturo
Ul throws a harsh and accurate light on what is subjectively empty and
tllusory in the fascistic leader. The dismantling of leaders howew:ry like
tbat of the individual generally in Brecht, is extended int; the cons,truc—
tion of the social and economic contexts in which the dictator acts In
place of a conspiracy of the highly placed and powerful we have 3 ;illy
gangster organization, the cauliflower tryst. The true horror of fascism
is conf]urcd away; fascism is no longer the product of the concentration
of social power but rather an accident, like misfortunes and crimes. The
goals of political agitation decree this; the opponent must be s‘caled
dowg, and that promotes false politics, in literature as in the political
praxis of the period before 1933. Contrary to all dialectics, the ridicu-
l(')usness to which Uj js consigned takes the teeth out of fascism, a fas-
cism Jack London had accurately prophesied decades earlier. Tl';e anti-
lde.ological writer paves the way for the degradation of his own doctrine
to ideology. The tacitly accepted affirmation that one part of the world is
no 'longer antagonistic is complemented by jokes about everything that
belies the theodicy of the current situation. Not that respect for world-
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historical greatness would prohibit laughter about housepainters, al-
though the use of the word “housepainter” against Hitler speculates awk-
wardly on bourgeois class consciousness. And the group that staged the
seizure of power was most certainly a gang. This kind of elective affinity,
however, is not extraterritorial but rooted in society itself. This is why
the comic quality in fascism, which Chaplin’s ilm [The Grear Dictator]
also captured, is also its most extreme horror. If that is suppressed, if
paltry exploiters of greengrocers are made fun of when it is really a
question of key economic positions, then the attack fails. The Grear Dic-
tator also loses its satirical force and becomes offensive in the scene in
which a Jewish girl hits one storm trooper after another on the head with
+a pan without being torn to pieces. Political reality is sold short for the
sake of political commitment; that decreases the political impact as well.
Sartre’s candid doubt about whether Guernica had “won a single person
to the Spanish cause” certainly holds true for Brecht’s didactic drama as
‘well. Hardly anyone needs to be taught the Jabula docer that can be de-
irived from it: that the world does not operate justly. The dialectical
theory to which Brecht summarily declared allegiance has left few traces
there. The demeanor of the didactic drama recalls the American expres-
sion “preaching to the saved.” In actuality the primacy of doctrine over
pure form that Brecht intended becomes a moment of form itself. When
suspended, form turns against its own illusory character. Its self-crit-
icism is akin to functionalism in the sphere of the applied visual arts.
The heteronomously determined correction of form, the eradication of
the ornamental for the sake of function, increases the autonomy of form.
That is the substance of Brecht’s literary work: the didactic drama as an
artistic principle. Brecht's medium, the alienation of immediately occur-
ring events, is more a medium of the constitution of form than a contri-
bution to the work’s practical efficacy. To be sure, Brecht did not talk as
skeptically about effect as Sartre did, but the shrewd and sophisticated
Brecht was hardly fully convinced about it; he once wrote sovereignly
that if he were fully honest with himself the theater was ultimately more
important to him than the alteration of the world it was supposed to
serve. The artistic principle of simplification not only purifies the real
political dynamics of the illusory differentiations they take on in the sub-
jective reflection of social objectivity; at the same time, the very objec-
tivity whose distillation the didactic play strives for is falsified. If one
takes Brecht at his word and makes politics the criterion of his commit-
ted theater, then his theater proves false by that criterion. Hegel’s Lagic
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taught that cssence must appear. But in that case 2 representation of
essence that fails to take int

0 account its relationship to appearance ;
: ce is
inherently as false as the sub e

Con'temporary literary Germany likes to distinguish between Brecht
the writer and Brecht the politician. People want to rescue this important
ﬁgyre for the West and if possible set him on 2 pedestal as a pan-Gir
writer and thereby neutraljze him, put him aw-dessus dp 15 méleé ;Tt]a:sl

, should, howev 1

question of the validity of his work with that (;f his pc:l?tizmltessl::t th’e
chapter “Why Write?” he says, quite correctly, - for
2 moment that it is possible to write 1 good
Semitism.”* Nor in praise of the Moscow Trial

“Nobody can suppose for
novel in praise of antj-
S, even if the praise was
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Engels outlined for Lassalle’s drama about Franz von Sickingen would
show that the simplistic equation of the Thirty Years War with a modern
war omits precisely what decides Mother Courage’s actions and fate in
the Grimmelshausen prototype. Because the society of the Thirty Years
War is not the functional soctety of modern war, no closed functional
totality in which the life and death of a private individual could be di-
rectly linked with economic laws can be stipulated, even poetically, for
the former. Brecht needed those wild old-fashioned times nonetheless, as
an image of the present day, for he himself well knew that the society of
his own time could no longer be grasped directly in terms of human
beings and things. Thus the construction of society leads him astray, first
to a false construction of society and then to events that are not dramat-
ically motivated. Political flaws become artistic flaws, and vice versa.
But the less works have to proclaim something they cannot fully believe
themselves, the more internally consistent they become, and the less they
need a surplus of what they say over what they are. Furthermore, the
truly interested parties in all camps stil! no doubt survive war quite well,
even today.

Such aporias are reproduced even in the literary fiber, the Brechtian
tone. However little doubt there is about the tone apd its unmistakable
quality—things on which the mature Brecht may have have placed little
value—the tone is poisoned by the falseness of its politics. Because the
cause he championed is not, as he long believed, merely an imperfect
socialism but a tyranny in which the blind irrationality of social forces
returns, with Brecht’s assistance as a eulogist of complicity, his lyrical
voice has to make itself gravelly to do the job better, and it grates. The
rough-and-tumble adolescent masculinity of the young Brecht already
betrays the false courage of the intellectual who, out of despair about
violence, shortsightedly goes over to a violent praxis of which he has
every reason to be afraid. The wild roaring of The Measures Taken out-
shouts the disaster that occurred, a disaster it feverishly tries to depict as
salvation. Even the best part of Brecht is infected by the deceptive aspect
of his commitment. The language bears witness to the extent of the di-
vergence between the poetic subject and what it proclaims. In order to
bridge the gap, Brecht’s language affects the speech of the oppressed.
But the doctrine it champions requires the language of the intellectual.
Its unpretentiousness and simplicity are a fiction. The fiction is revealed
as much by the marks of exaggeration as by the stylized recourse to
outmoded or provincial forms of expression. Not infrequently it is
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overl iliar;
hearir)lf f;imhar, ears.that have preserved their sensitivity cannot hel
ea alg at someone 1s trying to talk them into something. It is arro anlz
and most conu}mptuous toward the victims to talk like them as thoigh
were o i ,
one wer Ofrtl;eo tllletm.. On\;:wTay play at anything, but not at being a
proletariat. at weighs heavi i i
. : est against com i
art 1s that even good intenti . e motin
ons sound a false note wh i
e when they are notjce-
that, E[}:ag: ;io_ so all tht; rr;lore when they disguise themselves because of
. e 1s some of this even in the ] i
: ater Brecht, in the linguist;
. . , e linguistic
EX erre of wisdom, t.he fiction of the old peasant saturated witﬁ epic
thi}: l;(':n;e a; the poetic subject. No one in any country of the world }E)a
XP[h of down-to-earth, south German “muzhik” experienc S
more. s de
ore. | e pond.erous tone becomes a Propaganda technique that is dey
taies 0 n;}ake it se;m that life is lived Properly once the Red Army
over. Because there is truly nothing j i
' ng 1n which that h i i
ks o . ' umanity, which
BrepCht’Setd off as haymg already been realized, can be demoxf;trated
' one makes itself an echo of archajc social relationships that art;

1lj}r)]t;;ss,a::nd whol 1s not moved when the splendid young woman js held
b dedice:u;qp; to the lady who is plagued by migraines. Baudelaire
Do e lls wqu to the person who formulated the phrase /’ar;
pour. , WT'Sk eis suited for such a catharsis, Even ambitious and vir-
poems like “The Legend of the Origin of the Book Tao Te Ching”
are marred by the theatrics of utter simplicity. Those whom Br:cht :cl)ﬁ
life, the stunted '
siders ¢ ' , nted conscious-
i ol ety P, For i, 3 i
oeuvre is a.Sisyphean endeavor to son:)emhziv izzf:ctilérrlt'h.h'l_{ls WhOI'e
vated and differentiated taste with the boorish e o
took on in desperation.
Id
o (;;:t):yw:fr}ti:oAsZ:‘tin my statement that it is barbaric to continue to
ke po ' Schwitz; it expresses, negatively, the impulse that
amma committed literature. The question one of t
h;ﬁrz syﬂi:er:; .icralm ;:’ﬁulmre [T/zf Dead Withouy Tombs] asks, “Does living
pusany questign win r:en exist who beat you unti] your bones break:”
aoiineal e eion v it er art as such sh9uld still exist at ali; whether
o regres ! t ¢ concept of committed literature js not enjoined
gression of society itself. But Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s

heteronomous demands he
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rejoinder also remains true, namely that literature must resist precisely
this verdict, that is, be such that it does not surrender to cynicism merely
by existing after Auschwitz. It is the situation of literature itself and not
simply one’s relation to it that is paradoxical. The abundance of real
suffering permits no forgetting; Pascal’s theological “On ne doit plus
dormir” [“Sleeping is no longer permitted”] should be secularized. But
that suffering—what Hegel called the awareness of affliction—also de-
mands the continued existence of the very art it forbids; hardly anywhere
else does suffering still finds its own voice, a consolation that does not
immediately betray it. The most significant artists of the period have
followed this course. The uncompromising radicalism of their works,
the very moments denounced as formalist, endows them with a fright-
ening power that impotent poems about the victims lack. But even
Schonberg’s Survivors of Warsaw remains caught in the aporia in which
it has involved itself as an autonomous artistic construction of heteron-
omy intensified to the point where it becomes Hell. There is something
awkward and embarrassing in Schsnberg’s composition—and it is not
the aspect that irritates people in Germany because it does not allow them
to repress what they want at all costs to repress. When it is turned into
an image, however, for all its harshness and discordance it is as though
the embarrassment one feels before the victims were being violated. The
victims are turned into works of art, tossed out to be gobbled up by the
world that did them in. The so-called artistic rendering of the naked
physical pain of those who were beaten down with rifle butts contains,
however distantly, the possibility that pleasure can be squeezed from it.
The morality that forbids art to forget this for a second slides off into
the abyss of its opposite. The aesthetic stylistic principle, and even the
chorus’ solemn prayer, make the unthinkable appear to have had some
meaning; it becomes transfigured, something of its horror removed. By
this alone an injustice is done the victims, yet no art that avoided the
victims could stand up to the demands of justice. Even the sound of
desperation pays tribute to a heinous affirmation. Then works of lesser
stature than the highest are also readily accepted, part of the process of
“working through the past.” When even genocide becomes cultural
property in committed literature, it becomes easier to continue comply-
ing with the culture that gave rise to the murder. One characteristic of
such literature is virtually ever-present: it shows us humanity blossom-
ing in so-called extreme situations, and in fact precisely there, and at
times this becomes a dreary metaphysics that affirms the horror, which
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has been justified as a “boundary situation,” by virtue of the notion that
tht_: authenticity of the human being is manifested there. In this cozy
existential atmosphere the distinction between victim and executioner be-
comes blurred, since after all both are equally vulnerable to the possi-
bility of nothingness, something generally, of course, more bearahle for
the executioners.
The adherents of that metaphysics, which has in the meantime degen-
eraFed to an idle sport of opinions, inveigh as they did before 1933
against the brutalization, distortion, and artistic perversion of life, as
though the authors were responsible for what they protest against bcca,use
‘What they write reflects the horror. A story about Picasso provides a good
illustration of this mode of thinking, which continues to flourish beneath
the silent surface of Germany. When an occupying German officer vis-
ited him in his studio and asked, standing before the Guernica, “Did you
make that?,” Picasso is said to have responded, “No, you ciid.” Ezen
autonomous works of art like the Guernica are determinate negations of
empnrica_l reality; they destroy what destroys, what merely exists and as
mere existence recapitulates the guilt endlessly. It was none other than
Sartre who recognized the connection between the autonomy of the work
and a will that is not inserted into the work but rather the work’s own
gesture toward reality: “The work of art,” he wrote, “does not Agve g
end; there we agree with Kant. But the reason is that it 45 an end. The
Ka_ntian formula does not account for the appeal which issues from every
painting, every statue, every book.”’ It need only be added that this
appeal does not stand in any direct relationship to the thematic commit.
ment of the literary work. The unqualified autonomy of works that re-
frain from adaptation to the market involuntarily becomes an attack
That attack, however, is not an abstract one, not an Invariant stance taker;
by all works of art toward a world that does not forgive them for not
completely fitting in. Rather, the work of art’s detachment from empir-
!cal .real.ity 1s at the same time mediated by that reality. The artist’s imag-
m-atlor'l 18 not a creatio ex nikilo; only dilettantes and sensitive types con-
ceive it as such. By opposing empirical reality, works of art obey its
forces, which repulse the spiritual Construction, as it were, throwing it
back upon itself. There is no content, no formal category of the literar
work that does not, however transformed and however unawarely, derin
from the empirical reality from which jt has escaped. It is throtlgh this
relationship, and through the process of regrouping its moments in
terms of its formal law, that literature relates to reality. Even the avant.
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garde abstractness to which the philistine objects and which has nothing
to do with the abstractness of concepts and ideas is a reflection of the
abstractness of the objective law governing society. One can see this in
the works of Beckett. They enjoy the only fame now worthy of the name:
everyone shrinks from them in horror, and yet none can deny that these
eccentric novels and plays are about things everyone knows and no one
wants to talk about. Philosophical apologists may find it convenient to
view Beckett’s oeuvre as an anthropological sketch, but in fact it deals
with an extremely concrete historical state of affairs: the dismantling of
the subject. Beckett's ecce Aomo is what has become of human beings.
They look mutely out from his sentences as though with eyes whose tears
have dried up. The spell they cast and under which they stand is broken
by being reflected in them. The minimal promise of happiness which
they contain, which refuses to be traded for any consolation, was to be
had only at the price of a thoroughgoing articulation, to the point of
worldlessness. All commitment to the world has to be canceled if the
~idea of the committed work of art is to be fulfilled, the polemical alien-
ation that Brecht the theoretician had in mind, and that he practiced less
and less the more he devoted himself sociably to the human. This para-
dox, which may sound too clever, does not require much support from
philosophy. It is based on an extremely simple experience: Kafka’s prose
and Beckett’s plays and his genuinely colossal novel The Unnamable have
an effect in comparison to which official works of committed art look
like children’s games—they arouse the anxiety that existentialism only
talks about. In dismantling illusion they expiode art from the inside,
whereas proclaimed commitment only subjugates art from the outside,
hence only illusorily. Their implacability compels the change in attitude
that committed works only demand. Anyone over whom Kafka’s wheels
have passed has lost both his sense of being at peace with the world and
the possibility of being satisfied with the judgment that the course of the
world 1s bad: the moment of confirmation inherent in a resigned ac-
knowledgment of the superior power of evil has been eaten away. The
more ambitious the work, of course, the greater its chance of foundering
and failure. The loss of tension that can be observed in works of painting
and music that move away from representation and intelligible meaning
has in many respects infected the literature referred to, in an abominable
expression, as texts. Such works approach irrelevance and inconspicu-
ously degenerate into handicrafts—into the kind of repetitive formulaic
play that has been debunked in other species of art, decorative patterns.
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This often gives legitimacy to the crude demand for commitment
Work_s that challenge a mendacious positivity of meaning easily verge o:;
meamqglessness of a different kind, positivist formal arrangements, idle
play .wrth elements. In doing so they succumb to the sphere they t;e an
by ¢fferentiating themselves from; an extreme case s a literature tghat
undialectically confuses itself with science and vainly equates jtself with
cyl?ernetics. The extremes meet: what cuts off the last act of communi-
cation becomes the prey of communication theory. There is no firm cri-
terion for distinguishing between the determinate negation of meanin
and‘ the mere positivity of a meaninglessness that diligently grinds allong
on its own accord. Least of all can an appeal to humanity and a cursing
of mechanization serve to draw such a line. Those works that throu E
thenr- very exisFence become the advocates of the victims of a natui-
domlflatmg rationality are in their protest by their very nature also al-
ways interwoven with the process of rationalization. To deny that process
would be-to be disempowered, both aesthetically and socially: a higher-
or?ler. native soil. The organizing principle in every work of art the
principle that creates its unity, is derived from the same rationalit ’that
its claim to totality would like to put a stop to. ’
Historically, the question of commitment has taken different forms in
French and German consciousness. Aesthetically, the principle of Zars
pour Zart has been dominant in France, overtly or covertly, and has been
a‘lhed w%th academic and reactionary tendencies. This expl;ins the rebel-
hop against it.* In France there is a touch of the pleasant and the deco-
rative even in works of the extreme avant-garde. This is why the appeal
to existence and commitment sounded revolutionary there. The reverse
is true' in Germany. For a tradition extending deep into German Ideal-
1sm-—its first famous document, canonized in the intellectual history of
thg schoolmasters, was Schiller’s treatise on the theater as a moral igsti—
tution—art’s freedom from purposefulness, which was however first
elevated theoretically to a pure and incorruptible moment of the ’jud -
ment of taste by a German, Kant, was suspect. Not so much howevegr
on account of the absolutization of spirit coupled with it; that i’s precisel ,
what had its fling in German philosophy—to the point of hubrisy
Rat-her, on account of the face the purposeless work of art turns towar&
society. It calls to mind the sensuous pleasure in which even the most
extreme dissonance, and precisely that dissonance, participates, in subli-
mated form and through negation. German speculative philogophy saw
the moment of transcendence contained within the work of art jtself—
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that its own inherent essence is always more than its existence—and in-
ferred from it evidence of its morality. In terms of this latent tradition,
the work of art is to be nothing for itself, because otherwise—and Plato’s
design for state socialism already stigmatized it in this way—it inspires
effeminacy and discourages action for the sake of action, the German
version of original sin. Antagonism to happiness, asceticism, the sort of
ethos that always invokes names like Luther and Bismarck, have no use
for aesthetic autonomy; and there is certainly an undercurrent of servile
heteronomy beneath the pathos of the categorical imperative, which on
the one hand is supposed to be reason itself but on the other hand is
merely something given, something to be blindly obeyed. Fifty years
ago there was the same kind of opposition to Stefan George and his
school as to French aestheticism. Today that stink, which the bombs did
not get rid of, is in league with the outrage over the alleged unintelli-
gibility of contemporary art. A petit-bourgeois hatred of sex is at work
there; Western ethical philosophers and the ideologues of socialist real-
ism are in agreement on that. No moral terrorism can control the fact
that the face the work of art turns toward the viewer gives him pleasure,
even if it is only the formal fact of temporary liberation from the com-
pulsion of practical ends. Thomas Mann expressed that in his phrase
about art as “higher-order farce,” something intolerable to those with
good morals. Even Brecht, who was not free of ascetic traits—they re-
turn, transformed, in the resistance of great autonomous art to consump-
tion—while rightly denouncing the culinary work of art, was much too
shrewd not to realize that the pleasurable aspect of the work’s effect
cannot be completely disregarded no matter how implacable the work is.
But consumption, and with it complicity in the bad sense, are not
smuggled in on the side through the primacy of the aesthetic object as
an object of pure construction. For while the moment of pleasure always
recurs in the work’s effect even if it has been extirpated from it, the
principle that governs autonomous works of art is not effect but their
inherent structure. They are knowledge in the form of a nonconceptual
object. In this lies their dignity. They do not need to persuade human
- beings of it because it has been given to them. This is why it is now
 timely to speak in favor of autonomous rather than committed works in
' Germany. The latter can all too readily claim all the noble values for
themselves and do with them as they please. There was no foul deed
committed even under fascism that did not clothe itself in a moral jus-
tification. Those who are bragging about their ethics and their humanity
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today are only waiting to persecute those they condemn by their criteria
and to carry out in practice the same inhumanity of which they acc
coptem'porary art in theory, In Germany commitment in art :m uie
primarily to parroting what everybody is saying, or at jeast what ey,
bod}f would like to hear, Hidden in the notion of a “messy e,” ‘?’er)i‘
manifesto, even if it js politically radical, is a moment ofaccogm;'n(;)d o
to.t}.}c wo_rld; the gesture of addressing the listener contains a secret o
phc.it}‘/ with those being addressed, who can, however, be released ;Om-
thelr' illusions only if that complicity is rescinded. e em
Literature that exists for the human being, like committed literature

ae o
/cictl;(.e, it fraudul.ently turns the curse it labors under into its theodicy
n “it shall be different” is hidden in even the most sublimated work of:

a rcal'o.r ostensible progressive politics. The substance of works }

the spirit that was pumped into them; if anything, it is the c>]3pJositelSF1£r‘hOt
emphasis on the autonomous work, however, is itself sociopolitic' I in
nature. The current deformation of politics, the rigidification of ci o,
stances that are not starting to thaw anywhere, forces Spirit to mlrcum_
places v.vhere it does not need to become part of the rabble. ‘At OV? .
éverythlng cultural, even autonomous works, 1s in danger ot; suffpreb'cm
1n cultural twaddle; at the same time the work of art js char (()icatl'nf
wordlessly maintaining what politics has no access to Sartreg;' Wltlf
expr_essed that in a Passage that does credit to hig hone.sty ” This o
the time for political works of art; rather, politics has mig.rared in:(s) ?}?et
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i t rks
autonomous work of art, and it has penetrated most fie?ply m}gcl) w% t
iti i abou
litically dead, as in Kafka's parable
that present themselves as po ‘ . : .
the clilildren’s guns, where the idea of nonviolence is fLisec: ‘]Zith Ehe
dawning awareness of an emerging political paralysis. Paul Klee oto
should figure in the discussion about committed and autonomc(i)us arlci
because his work, écriture par excellence, had literary ro&t]s ai; v;’avou
i i ar or
ist if 1 d them. During the First Wor
not exist if it had not devoure : : ‘ : ror
shortly thereafter, Klee drew caricatures showing Kaiser Wlllc?elm da "
i ou
i i f these came, in 1920—one could no
inhuman iron-eater. Out o . 1
trace the development in detail—the Angelus novus, the mach.lne angt:: \
which no longer bears any overt marks of caricature or commn;ment ;t
. ) . .
far surpasses both. With enigmatic eyes, the machine l’:langel orlC:(sid e
i i idden
i i laims complete disaster or the rescue
viewer to ask whether it proc scue
within it. It is, however, to use the words of Walter Benjalc'imn, who
’ ’ . .
owned the picture, an angel that does not give but takes instead.

CHH:

Presuppositions
On the Occasion of @ Reading by
Hans G. Helms

] cannot claim here that I wi]] facil-

ttate the understanding of the text

than [; Gottfried Michael Kénig has written an introduction to the work
on the basis of intimate contact with it. Furthermore, the concept of
Verstehen, interpretive understanding, cannot be applied without further

suspect as being shallow, habitual, reified—in short, preartistic. To
translate what appears alien in qualitatively modern works into current
concepts and contexts is something of a betrayal of the works themselves.
The more objective such works are, the less they concern themselves
with what people expect from them or even with what the aesthetic sub-
ject projects into them, the more problematic intelligibility becomes.
The less the matter jtself accommodates to sedimented subjective modes
of response, the more it lays itself open to the universal objection of
subjective arbitrariness, Interpretive understanding presupposes a closed

empathy on the part of the recipient. Not the least of the motives that
Bives rise to works like FA: M’AHN]ESGWOW, however, is that of
doing away with the fiction of such a context. As soon as reflection on
works of art casts doubt upon the positive metaphysical meaning that
crystallizes and discharges itself in the work, it also has to reject the



