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order, and therefore it is not substantial in art either. That explains the ambivalence 
of aesthetic construction. Construction is equally able to codify the resignation 
of the weakened subject and to make absolute alienation the sole concern of art
which once wanted the opposite- as it is able to anticipate a reconciled condition 
that would itself be situated beyond static and dynamic. The many interrelations 
with technocracy give reason to suspect that the principle of construction remains 
aesthetically obedient to the administered world; but it may terminate in a yet un
known aesthetic form, whose rational organization might point to the abolition of 
all categories of administration along with their reflexes in art. 

Prior to the emancipation of the subject, art was undoubtedly in a certain sense 
more immediately social than it was afterward. Its autonomy, its growing inde
pendence from society, was a function of the bourgeois consciousness of freedom 
that was itself bound up with the social structure. Prior to the emergence of this 
consciousness, art certainly stood in opposition to social domination and its 
mores, but not with an awareness of its own independence. There had been con
flicts between art and society desultorily ever since art was condemned in Plato's  
state, but the idea of a fundamentally oppositional art was inconceivable, and so
cial controls worked much more immediately than in the bourgeois era until the 
rise of totalitarian states. On the other hand, the bourgeoisie integrated art much 
more completely than any previous society had. Under the pressure of an inten
sifying nominalism, the ever present yet latent social character of art was made 
increasingly manifest; this social character is incomparably more evident in the 
novel than it was in the highly stylized and remote epics of chivalry. The influx of 
experiences that are no longer forced into a priori genres , the requirement of con
stituting form out of these experiences, that is, from below: This is "realistic" in 
purely aesthetic terms , regardless of content [Inhalt] . No longer sublimated by the 
principle of stylization, the relation of content to the society from which it derives 
at first becomes much less refracted, and this is not only the case in literature. The 
so-called lower genres too held their distance from society, even when, like Attic 
comedy, they made bourgeois relations and the events of daily life thematic; the 
flight into no-man's-land is not just one of Aristophanes' antics but rather an es
sential element of his form. If, in one regard, as a product of the social labor of 
spirit, art is always implicitly a fait social, in becoming bourgeois art its social 
aspect was made explicit. The object of bourgeois art is the relation of itself as 
artifact to empirical society; Don Quixote stands at the beginning of this develop
ment. Art, however, is social not only because of its mode of production, in which 
the dialectic of the forces and relations of production is concentrated, nor simply 
because of the social derivation of its thematic material. Much more importantly, 
art becomes social by its opposition to society, and it occupies this position only as 
autonomous art. By crystallizing in itself as something unique to itself, rather than 
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complying with existing social norms and qualifying as "socially useful," it criti
cizes society by merely existing, for which puritans of all stripes condemn it. 
There is nothing pure, nothing structured strictly according to its own immanent 
law, that does not implicitly criticize the debasement of a situation evolving in 
the direction of a total exchange society in which everything is heteronomously 
defined. Art's asociality is the determinate negation of a determinate society . Cer
tainly through its refusal of society, which is equivalent to sublimation through 
the law of form, autonomous art makes itself a vehicle of ideology: The society at 
which it shudders is left in the distance, undisturbed. Yet this is more than ideol
ogy: Society is not only the negativity that the aesthetic law of form condemns but 
also, even in its most objectionable shape, the quintessence of self-producing and 
self-reproducing human life. Art was no more able to dispense with this element 
than with critique until that moment when the social process revealed itself as 
one of self-annihilation; and it is not in the power of art, which does not make 
judgments, to separate these two elements intentionally. A pure productive force 
such as that of the aesthetic, once freed from heteronomous control, is objectively 
the counterimage of enchained forces, but it is also the paradigm of fateful, self
interested doings. Art keeps itself alive through its social force of resistance; unless 
it reifies itself, it becomes a commodity . Its contribution to society is not commu
nication with it but rather something extremely mediated: It is resistance in which, 
by virtue of inner-aesthetic development, social development is reproduced with
out being imitated. At the risk of its self-alienation, radical modernity preserves 
art' s immanence by admitting society only in an obscured form, as in the dreams 
with which artworks have always been compared. Nothing social in art is immedi
ately social, not even when this is its aim. Not long ago even the socially commit
ted Brecht found that to give his political position artistic expression it was neces
sary to distance himself precisely from that social reality at which his works took 
aim. Jesuitical machinations were needed sufficiently to camouflage what he wrote 
as socialist realism to escape the inquisition. Music betrays all art. Just as in music 
society, its movement, and its contradictions appear only in shadowy fashion
speaking out of it, indeed, yet in need of identification- so it is with all other arts. 
Whenever art seems to copy society, it becomes all the more an "as-if." For oppo
site reasons, Brecht's China in the Good Woman ofSetzuan is no less stylized than 
Schiller's Messina in The Bride of Messina. All moral judgments on the charac
ters in novels or plays have been senseless even when these judgments have justly 
taken the empirical figures back of the work as their targets; discussions about 
whether a positive hero can have negative traits are as foolish as they sound to 
anyone who overhears them from so much as the slightest remove. Form works 
like a magnet that orders elements of the empirical world in such a fashion that 
they are estranged from their extra-aesthetic existence, and it is only as a result of 
this estrangement that they master the extra-aesthetic essence. Conversely, by ex
ploiting these elements the culture industry all the more successfully joins slavish 
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respect for empirical detail, the gapless semblance of photographic fidelity , with 
ideological manipulation. What is social in art is its immanent movement against 
society , not its manifest opinions. Its historical gesture repels empirical reality, 
of which artworks are nevertheless part in that they are things.  Insofar as a so
cial function can be predicated for artworks , it is their functionlessness. Through 
their difference from a bewitched reality, they embody negatively a position in 
which what is would find its rightful place, its own. Their enchantment is disen
chantment. Their social essence requires a double reflection on their being-for
themselves and on their relations to society. Their double character is manifest at 
every point; they change and contradict themselves. It was plausible that socially 
progressive critics should have accused the program of l '  art pour l '  art, which has 
often been in league with political reaction, of promoting a fetish with the concept 
of a pure, exclusively self-sufficient artwork. What is true in this accusation is that 
artworks, products of social labor that are subject to or produce their own law of 
form, seal themselves off from what they themselves are. To this extent, each art
work could be charged with false consciousness and chalked up to ideology. In 
formal terms, independent of what they say, they are ideology in that a priori they 
posit something spiritual as being independent from the conditions of its material 
production and therefore as being intrinsically superior and beyond the primordial 
guilt of the separation of physical and spiritual labor . What is exalted on the basis 
of this guilt is at the same time debased by it. This is why artworks with truth con
tent do not blend seamlessly with the concept of art; l 'art pour l 'art theorists, like 
Valery, have pointed this out. But the guilt they bear of fetishism does not dis
qualify art, any more so than it disqualifies anything culpable; for in the univer
sally, socially mediated world nothing stands external to its nexus of guilt. The 
truth content of artworks, which is indeed their social truth, is predicated on their 
fetish character. The principle of heteronomy , apparently the counterpart of fetish
ism, is the principle of exchange, and in it domination is masked. Only what does 
not submit to that principle acts as the plenipotentiary of what is free from domi
nation; only what is useless can stand in for the stunted use value. Artworks are 
plenipotentiaries of things that are no longer distorted by exchange, profit, and the 
false needs of a degraded humanity. In the context of total semblance, art's sem
blance of being-in-itself is the mask of truth. Marx's  scorn of the pittance Milton 
received for Paradise Lost, a work that did not appear to the market as socially 
useful labor,l is, as a denunciation of useful labor, the strongest defense of art 
against its bourgeois functionalization, which is perpetuated in art's undialectical 
social condemnation. A liberated society would be beyond the irrationality of its 
faux frais and beyond the ends-means-rationality of utility. This is enciphered in 
art and is the source of art's social explosiveness. Although the magic fetishes are 
one of the historical roots of art, a fetishistic element remains admixed in artworks, 
an element that goes beyond commodity fetishism. Artworks can neither exclude 
nor deny this; even socially the emphatic element of semblance in artworks is, as a 



228 D SOCIETY 

corrective, the organon of truth. Artworks that do not insist fetishistically on their 

coherence, as if they were the absolute that they are unable to be, are worthless 

from the start; but the survival of art becomes precarious as soon as it becomes 

conscious of its fetishism and, as has been the case since the middle of the nine
teenth century, insists obstinately on it. Art cannot advocate delusion by insisting 

that otherwise art would not exist. This forces art into an aporia. All that succeeds 

in going even minutely beyond it is insight into the rationality of its irrationality. 

Artworks that want to divest themselves of fetishism by real and extremely dubi

ous political commitment regularly enmesh themselves in false consciousness as 

the result of inevitable and vainly praised simplification. In the shortsighted praxis 
to which they blindly subscribe, their own blindness is prolonged. 

The objectivation of art, which is what society from its external perspective takes 

to be art's  fetishism, is itself social in that it is the product of the division of labor. 

That is why the relation of art to society is not to be sought primarily in the sphere 
of reception. This relation is anterior to reception, in production. Interest in the so

cial decipherment of art must orient itself to production rather than being content 
with the study and classification of effects that for social reasons often totally 

diverge from the artworks and their objective social content. Since time immemo

rial, human reactions to artworks have been mediated to their utmost and do not 

refer immediately to the object; indeed, they are now mediated by society as a 

whole. The study of social effect neither comes close to understanding what is so

cial in art nor is it in any position to dictate norms for art, as it is inclined to do by 

positivist spirit. The heteronomy, which reception theory's normative interpreta
tion of phenomena foists on art, is an ideological fetter that exceeds everything 
ideological that may be inherent in art's fetishization. Art and society converge in 
the artwork's content [Gehalt] , not in anything external to it. This applies also to 

the history of art. Collectivization of the individual takes place at the cost of the 

social force of production . In the history of art, real history returns by virtue of the 
life of the productive force that originates in real history and is then separated 
from it. This is the basis of art's recollection of transience. Art preserves it and 

makes it present by transforming it: This is the social explanation of its temporal 

nucleus. Abstaining from praxis, art becomes the schema of social praxis: Every 

authentic artwork is internally revolutionary. However, whereas society reaches 

into art and disappears there by means of the identity of forces and relations, even 

the most advanced art has, conversely , the tendency toward social integration. Yet 

contrary to the cliche that touts the virtues of progress, this integration does not 

bring the blessings of justice in the form of retrospective confirmation. More 

often, reception wears away what constitutes the work's determinate negation of 

society. Works are usually critical in the era in which they appear; later they are 
neutralized, not least because of changed social relations. Neutralization is the 

social price of aesthetic autonomy. However, once artworks are entombed in the 
pantheon of cultural commodities,  they themselves-their truth content-are 
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