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Statement of Purpose
 
Taking stock of the universe of positions and goals that constitutes leftist politics 
today, we are left with the disquieting suspicion that a deep commonality under-
lies the apparent variety: What exists today is built upon the desiccated remains 
of what was once possible.
	In order to make sense of the present, we find it necessary to disentangle the 
vast accumulation of positions on the Left and to evaluate their saliency for the 
possible reconstitution of emancipatory politics in the present. Doing this implies 
a reconsideration of what is meant by the Left.
	Our task begins from what we see as the general disenchantment with the 
present state of progressive politics. We feel that this disenchantment cannot be 
cast off by sheer will, by simply “carrying on the fight,” but must be addressed 
and itself made an object of critique. Thus we begin with what immediately con-
fronts us.
	The Platypus Review is motivated by its sense that the Left is disoriented. 
We seek to be a forum among a variety of tendencies and approaches on the 
Left—not out of a concern with inclusion for its own sake, but rather to provoke 
disagreement and to open shared goals as sites of contestation. In this way, the 
recriminations and accusations arising from political disputes of the past may be 
harnessed to the project of clarifying the object of leftist critique. 
	The Platypus Review hopes to create and sustain a space for interrogating and 
clarifying positions and orientations currently represented on the Left, a space in 
which questions may be raised and discussions pursued that would not otherwise 
take place. As long as submissions exhibit a genuine commitment to this project, all 
kinds of content will be considered for publication.

Submission guidelines 
Articles will typically range in length from 750–2,500 words, but longer pieces 
will also be considered. Please send article submissions and inquiries about this 
project to: review_editor@platypus1917.org. All submissions should conform to the 
Chicago Manual of Style. 

The Platypus Review is funded by: 
The University of Chicago Student Government
School of the Art Institute of Chicago Student Government
DePaul University 
New School University
The Platypus Affiliated Society
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The relevance of critical theory to art today 

J.M. Bernstein, Lydia Goehr, Gregg Horowitz, and Chris Cutrone 

On Saturday, November 20, 2010, Platypus hosted a panel 
entitled “The Relevance of Critical Theory to Art Today” 
moderated by Chris Mansour at The New School for Social 
Research in New York. The panel consisted of philosophy 
professors J.M. Bernstein (The New School), Lydia Goehr 
(Columbia University), and Gregg Horowitz (Pratt Institute 
and Vanderbilt University), and Chris Cutrone, Adjunct As-
sistant Professor (School of the Art Institute of Chicago) and 
member of Platypus. What follows is an edited transcript of 
the event. Full video is available online at <http://newyork.
platypus1917.org/what-is-critique-symposium-video-
documents>. 

Opening remarks 

J.M. (Jay) Bernstein: Some 25 years ago, I asked Terry 
Eagleton and Fredric Jameson why two revolutionary 
Marxists spend so much time talking about Jane Austen. 
They replied, “Because that’s where the bourgeoisie have 
pitched their tent.” I felt that answer was true, but also 
insufficient. If the bourgeoisie have a stake in high cul-
ture, as one of the ways society reproduces itself, then it 
makes sense for Marxists to critique the practices that 
constitute high culture. But, beyond the issue of social 
integration, what stake do Marxists have in art? 
	 The Marxist story runs something like this: By a cer-
tain moment, everyday life in modernity had become 
formed by the reduction of use-values to exchange-
values, the fungibility and exchangeability of all material 
artifacts, the rule of technology, the rule of bureaucracy, 
the domination of capital markets, and the disenchant-
ment of nature. Now, if you were Adorno, you would say 
that all of this amounts to the hegemony of instrumental 
reason over all forms of human reasoning. You would fur-
ther say that art, in becoming purposeless, could become 
a refuge for another form of world address. Artworks 
are not fungible, not replaceable by one another, and not 
quantifiable. Rather, artworks make a claim on us simply 
by virtue of their material complexion, their ordering of 
sensual materials. 
	 Modern art—I see modernism as the extension of 
modern art—is the attempt to think through this mo-
ment. First and foremost, the autonomy of art from poli-
tics, from science, from all the functions it might have in 
the world, was a world-historical calamity. Modern art 
begins as a kind of disaster. To understand the meaning 
of art is to understand the nature of that disaster. Art was 
taken out of the world and deposited in this realm where 
it has to make sense of its practice wholly in terms of 
itself. The puzzle of modern art is this functional empti-
ness that is nonetheless a form of content. First for 

Friedrich von Schiller, then for Adorno, the autonomy of 
art became a sort of opportunity. I think you can read all 
of modern art, right through high modernism into cer-
tain versions of postmodernism, as having embarked on 
the same project. 
	 Yves-Alain Bois, along with all the writers who are 
part of what I will call “the aesthetic,” agree in one way 
or another that the primary gesture of modern art is the 
tearing away from materials, ideologies, and formal-
isms. At first—that is, with Dutch Realism in the 17th 
century, as with Caravaggio and, later, Chardin—this 
tearing away is emancipatory. It frees art from religious 
and related forms of reference, allowing representa-
tions to become immanent in gesture, rather than ex-
emplifying some presumptively eternal idea. It is here 
that we see art becoming autonomous. In this respect, 
modern art was part of the secularizing of the world, 
but with this secularization came the idea that a wholly 
secular world could be infinitely valuable. Thus, with 
secularization came the project of sacralizing the every-
day, but in a wholly secular way. 
	 However, this project became increasingly harassed 
and defensive as moderniy itself became an ideology, 
a series of forms of closure and domination. At that 
moment modernity ceased to be the emancipator, and 
became a problem. I would place that moment some-
where around 1848, with the failure of the bourgeois 
revolutions, though of course for some, notably Rous-
seau and Schiller, modernity had become a significant 
problem much earlier. 
	 The notion of decoding, for Yves-Alain Bois, is broadly 
what Jacques Rancière means by the shift from the 
representational regime to the aesthetic regime. It is 
what Adorno means by the retreat of form in the face of 
materials that are in-formed, and what Gilles Deleuze 
means by the shift from representation to sensation. All 
of these I take to be riffs on the notion of purposeful-
ness without purpose, which has this thought behind it: 
What painting provides is an account of our conviction 
in, and connection to, the world through visual experi-
ence. With modern art it became natural to find the 
authority of painting in its capacity to demonstrate how 
objects have a more than instrumental call on our ca-
pacity to live with them. That thought is fully there, for 
example, in Dutch Realism and in the tradition of the 
still life. By placing physical things in the visual environ-
ment and purifying them of any uplifting or instrumen-
tal features, by just letting them be there for our visual 
inspection, art returns us to this world. It allows us to 
be present to ourselves and for the world to be present 
to us. 

	 This is both enthralling and a disaster, because it 
means that everyday life has begun to disintegrate. 
I think of Van Gogh’s Chair (1888) as an eloquent mo-
ment connecting the dignity of the mere thing with the 
dignity of paint on canvas. Van Gogh’s moment is just 
that, a moment in which object and canvas speak to one 
another, each lending the other its authority. In the very 
moments of art’s so-called existential emptiness, of its 
not being about the world, there is the appearance of the 
world. This is art’s power. 
	 Philistines hate art for that moment of emptiness. 
This moment, at one level, is irredeemable. But this mo-
ment of emptiness is art’s moment of fullness. Modern 
art imbricates and provides a refuge for a disenchanted 
but affirmative materialism in which objects could be 
meaningful in themselves, and not just in what they are 
useful for. These objects are sources of compelling ex-
perience amidst a world of sensory bombardment. They 
are a promise of happiness. 
	 Though this promise is wildly different from Benjamin 
to Adorno to Rancière, these thinkers all avow some ver-
sion of it. The promise is often taken to be insufficient 
as, after all, artworks are not life. What they promise is 
a different future, and in so doing artworks threaten to 
leave our present evacuated. This is the central difficulty 
of all modern art practices: If art has no other power 
than its mere presence, the attempt to provide it with 
political significance from the outside is always bound to 
fail. Art can only have what it offers, namely the salience 
of visual experience, by embracing the difficulty of that 
moment of protest by allowing for visual fullness. 
	 Having said that, I need to return to where I began. 
This moment of protest in art only has cultural signifi-
cance if the world cares about culture. I take the prob-
lem of the present not to be that art has gone awry, but 
that culture has gone awry. The bourgeoisie has discov-
ered that capital can reproduce itself without social in-
tegration. Capital can get on very well with a dispersed, 
fragmented, wholly disarticulated cultural domain. The 
difficulty of modern art, in my judgement, is this: How 
can art address the problem of cultural weight when the 
bourgeoisie has disavowed it altogether? 

Lydia Goehr: To Adorno critique is not the promise of 
happiness, nor the promise of freedom. It is always im-
manent critique, the turning of thought back upon itself. 
Asking the question, “What is critique?” might indicate 
that we have raised the very notion of critique to a con-
cept. In that respect we fetishize the concept of critique, 
just as we have fetishized the concepts of “happiness,” 
“life,” “history,” and so on. Critical theory is about the 

immanent critique of our language, which is to say, the 
language of our thought and the language of our con-
cepts. Language is our concepts, our concepts are our 
social logics. The way in which we think through thought 
is by producing a challenge to that which has authority 
over us, namely our concepts, like “personality,” “nar-
rative,” and “subject.” The paradox, or the extreme dif-
ficulty, of doing immanent critique is that we have to use 
the tools that are the subject of our critique, so the cri-
tique always has to turn back on itself as an ongoing pro-
cess. In that sense it has no external objects, although it 
is constantly mediated by the objects that are antithetical 
to our thinking—namely, things like works of art. 
	 The real difficulty is that you can never break out of 
the thinking about thinking. You are constantly con-
fronted by the things that have most authority over you, 
namely the concepts you are actually implying. I want to 
illustrate this by one example I like to use from the field 
of music. When we perform a musical work there’s this 
idea of Werktreue, of being true to the work. We know 
that the work has authority over our performance insofar 
as we are performing a work, but Adorno suggests that 
the way we are true to a work is precisely by being un-
true to it. What he meant was that, insofar as we perform 
the work against its grain, by not just trying to replicate 
it, but by playing with it, we challenge the authority 
that the work-concept has over us. To be true to the 
work ends up being untrue to the concept of the work. 
Performance of music, then, becomes a way to redeem 
something about the musical work, if the musical work 
is resisting the concept under which it falls, namely the 
concept of “a musical work.” 
	 This is the way that some of the so-called “social truth 
content” comes out of critique: It exposes the authority 
that concepts have over us. My suggestion is that one 
way to think about critique is in terms of looking for ways 
in our thinking to break the authority our thinking has 
over us. In that sense, there is nowhere to go outside of 
our own capacity to think. 

Gregg Horowitz: I started really thinking about this 
panel around ten days ago. At the end of every day, it 
was almost tomorrow, which meant that the thoughts 
were already too late. I only found my way out of this 
conundrum through this extraordinary document that 
has been published in a recent issue of the New Left 
Review, of a discussion between Adorno and Horkheimer 
in 1956, which Greta Adorno recorded.1 They discussed 
what it would mean to rewrite the Communist Manifesto. 
And I thought—that’s a thought about today. It is visibly a 
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thought about today. For such a project, you would think 
the main themes in connecting up the past, the pres-
ent, and the future, would be something like this: The 
past was the revolution, the present is actually existing 
socialism, and the future depends on whether actually 
existing socialism points in a meaningful way to a social-
ism worth endorsing. But that’s not what they talk about. 
Rather, the past is the party, understood as an audience 
whom a writer interested in socialism might address. 
Marx, after all, begins the Communist Manifesto with 
an address to the party. The future, then, is a question 
of who would care about the writing. And the present, 
it turns out, is largely a matter of motorbikes. This is 
Europe in 1956, and youths are riding on motorbikes all 
over, making pestiferous noise. The question kept oc-
curing to Horkheimer and Adorno, “Why does everybody 
love motorbikes?” Now this seems to be what it means 
to think about the present: thinking about the sound of 
motorbikes roaring in your ears as you think through 
the party, on the one hand, and whom to address, on the 
other. 
	 If our future is anywhere, the thought usually goes, it 
will be in the present. No other future can matter other 
than the future that is here in the present. This self-
conscious entrenchment in the present reminds us that 
critical theory, both as it was articulated but also, more 
importantly, as we have to receive it, was not simply a 
response to social regression, but a symptom of social 
regression. As Adorno said, philosophy carries on be-
cause its moment of realization was missed. For philoso-
phy, as for critical theory, something has migrated into 
the realm of thought that is somehow not at home in the 
realm of thought. In this sense philosophy is struck by 
the same regression that critical theory takes itself to be 
reflecting on. 
	 To put this point in a more general register, thinking is 
not self-determining, but is always shaped by the prac-
tices out of which it emerges and to which it instinctively 
tries to return. The more it is frustrated in this endeavor, 
the more insistent it is to return. The idea that thinking 
is not self-determining represents the decay of a certain 
image of philosophy. At that point one wants to assert 
that the whole project of spinning a system of thought out 
of concepts is now simply behind us. It is for this reason 
that we can say that Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud remain 
the central background figures, because they sought to 
think through, not the future completion, but the radi-
cal incompleteness of philosophy. That philosophy, of all 
disciplines, would be radically incomplete implies that all 
practices are radically incomplete. No thought, no prac-
tice, can cordon itself off from the social world of which 
it is a part. Critique wants to get behind the veil, to get to 
the bottom of things from which we can start over in the 
full light of truth. But precisely this impulse, this thought, 
has to be treated as symptomatic—it ends up inhibiting 
thought. 
	 We always start exactly where we are. This is neither 
to say that nothing of the past is left, nor that everything 
is so thoroughly mediated that the origin has disap-
peared. Rather, there is no starting over because nothing 
of the past ever goes away. The urge to start over attests 
to a learned distrust in our capacity to remember, to 
sustain experience. Memory is weak, and in response to 
this weakness the feeling arises that things are going 
away, and we want to get back to the things themselves. 
This weakness is crucial to reflect on. For it is not in the 
strength, but in this moment of memory’s weakness that 
the past rises up in the light of that future which we can-
not determine in the present. 
	 All understanding of the present has to start with the 
acknowledgement that we are not the future the past 
had in mind and that, for this reason, in some sense we 
stand in the way of the future the past had in mind. I do 
not know how to sustain this thought for long—it hurts. 
One task that we can pose to critique, insofar as we turn 
against ourselves in this moment of weakness, is to un-
lock another future—perhaps another modernity. 
	 I am putting to critique the task of understanding the 
present, but to understand the present is to grasp it as 
if it has already passed away. In the dialogue between 
Adorno and Horkheimer, Adorno makes the comment 
that the horror of the present is that we live in a world 
where we cannot imagine a better one. To say that we 
live in a world where we cannot imagine a better one 
is to say that we cannot see this world as one that has 
passed away. We cannot see the present in the light of a 
future that the present does not intend. The standard line 
is that, for critical theory, to grasp the world as past has 
meant totalizing the world, or seeing it from the point of 
view of its completeness, with nothing falling outside the 
totality. But this is a limited conception of totalization. It 
is not merely that nothing falls outside, but that anything 
that does fall outside of the totality is a harbinger or an 
ambassador of a different world. This thought has been 
susceptible to a religious interpretation that I am going to 
do everything I can to avoid. Totalization in this respect is 
the precondition for opening up the cracks through which 
the light of the future can shine, right now, on the past 
and the present. Horkheimer says in his dialogue with 
Adorno, “I don’t believe things will turn out well.” And 
by “things” he means everything. But the thought that 
things might turn out well is indispensible. Nothing falls 
outside but the thought that something in the present 
does shine a light on the past. 
	 With regard to art, I agree with Jay that modernist art 
has been taken up as a kind of self-overcoming of the 
present. Modernist art is not the future—Heaven forbid—
but, rather, it is the light that shines from the future onto 
the past, the light whose uselessness is what the pres-
ent does not yet know how to make use of. Adorno only 
articulated this thought retrospectively. That is, Adorno 
felt that the moment of modernist art’s capacity to be 
this light had already passed. Modernist art had been 
absorbed by the culture industry. 
	 The contrast between the culture industry and mod-
ernist art is often articulated so radically that absorption 
is thought of as cancellation. But absorption is not the 
same as negation. Rather, I think of absorption the way 
I think of how, when you wash your dishes, the sponge 
absorbs the odor of what is being discarded. It is retained 
in trace form. The inevitability of the absorption is clear 
once the demand for a different future has been articu-
lated. Once made, that demand is already on the way to 
becoming a commodity. What we need is not a demand 
for another future, but for another past. We need the 
paradoxical demand of a past that will steer us toward 

a future that we cannot anticipate. From this it follows 
that no art practice can ever be “subversive.” Art prac-
tices can be subverted, but no art practice can ever be 
subversive. Art is, and should be, too much in love with 
experience in the present to ever be subversive. For any 
art that is worth taking seriously, absorption in the cul-
ture industry seems inevitable. 
	 However controversial this statement may be, I 
believe critical theory has before it now the task of de-
molishing the false overvaluation of art, in order to save 
us from the idea that art will save us. Perhaps critical 
theory is tasked with helping us to expect less of art. 
At one point in this exchange between Horkheimer and 
Adorno, Horkheimer says, “The more eager one is to 
break the taboo, the more harmless it is…. One must be 
very down to earth, measured, and considered so that 
the impression that something or other is not possible 
does not arise.”2 What Horkheimer calls for here is a 
toning down of the rhetoric, because with every mo-
ment of melodrama in the effort to cancel the present 
moment, we render the weight of the present moment 
insignificant. It becomes the occasion for a spectacular 
display of pathos, which Horkheimer is trying to resist. 
Perhaps what we should drive toward, critically, is low-
er expectations for art, so that we have an opportunity 
to experience, not our distance from, but our proximity 
to, what is better—though this proximity is also a kind 
of distance, and what is better remains obscure. 

Chris Cutrone: The scholar of Benjamin’s and Adorno’s 
work, Susan Buck-Morss provided a pithy formulation 
for defining the tasks of both art and criticism in the 
modern era: “[Artists’] work is to sustain the critical 
moment of aesthetic experience; our job as critics is to 
recognize this.”3 Two aspects of Buck-Morss’s formu-
lation of the work of artists need to be emphasized—
“sustaining the critical moment” and “aesthetic expe-
rience.” The subjective experience of the aesthetic is 
what artists work on, and they do so in order to capture 
and sustain, or make available, subjectivity’s “critical 
moment.” 
	 Adorno, in his 1932 essay “The Social Situation of 
Music,” analogized the position of modern art to that of 
critical social theory: The role of both was to provoke 
recognition. Adorno further warned that there could be 
no progress in art without that of society. His posthu-
mously published but unfinished monograph Aesthetic 
Theory can be considered to have at its center, organiz-
ing the entire discussion of the modern experience of 
art, the theme of the simultaneous necessity and im-
possibility of art. In this, Adorno was elaborating in the 
aesthetic realm his thesis in Negative Dialectics, that 
philosophy and critical theory were both necessary and 
impossible, simultaneously. 
	 What does it mean to practice art in an epoch of its 
impossibility and continuing necessity? A clue can be 
found in Adorno’s claim in Negative Dialectics that “phi-
losophy lives on because its moment of realization was 
missed.”4 Adorno’s treatment of philosophy and art is 
modeled on Marx’s treatment of capital. The potential 
for a dialectical historical transformation, in which 
capital would be simultaneously realized and abolished, 
became for Adorno the question of what it would mean 
to simultaneously realize and overcome the aspirations 
of modern philosophy and art. What would it mean to 
overcome the necessity that is expressed in modern 
practices of art? The Hegelian thought figure of art’s at-
taining to its own concept, while transcending it through 
a qualitative transformation, was mobilized by Adorno 
to grasp both the history of modern art and the desire 
to overcome its practices. 
	 The Hegel scholar Robert Pippin, in his response to 
the journal Critical Inquiry’s 2003 forum on the current 
state and potential future for critical theory, described 
postmodernism as a repetition of the “Romantic recoil” 
from modernity.5 Specifically, Pippin pointed to mod-
ern literary and artistic forms as derived from such 
Romanticism, of which postmodernism was the mere 
continuation, but in denial of its repetition. And Pippin 
pointed out that such repetition is in fact a “regression,” 
because consciousness of the historical condition of the 
problem had grown worse.
	 Hegel posed the question of the “end” of art. He 
meant by this not the cessation of practices of art, but 
rather the ability of those practices to make the activity 
of “Spirit” appear in a self-contained and self-sufficient 
manner. While religion had been superseded by art, art 
had come to be superseded by “philosophy.” By this, 
Hegel meant that art needed philosophical interpreta-
tion to be able to mean what it meant. Art needed criti-
cism in order to be itself. This was a specifically mod-
ern condition for art, which Hegel addressed in a rather 
optimistic manner, seeing art’s need for criticism as a 
hallmark of enlightenment rather than a disability or 
liability. 
	 But Adorno took this Hegelianism with respect to 
art and turned it from an explanation of art’s historical 
condition to a critique of those historical conditions. 
Like Marx who had turned Hegel on his head, or put 
Hegel back on his feet, Adorno inverted the significance 
of Hegel’s philosophical observation. Where Hegel had, 
for instance, regarded modern politics as the realm of 
reflection on the state, and by extension the self-ob-
jectification of civil society in the state, Marx regarded 
the modern distinction between state and civil society 
as expressing the pathological necessity of capital, in 
which the self-contradiction of capital was projected. 
Adorno similarly addressed the complementary neces-
sities of art and criticism as expressing a self-contra-
diction in (aesthetic) subjectivity.
	 As Adorno put it, however, this did not mean that one 
should aspire to any “reconciliation” of art and philoso-
phy, nor of theory and practice. Just as Marx critiqued 
the Left Hegelians for their Romantic desire to merely 
dissolve the distinction between state and civil society, 
so too did Marx and Adorno alike regard this separation 
as the hallmark of freedom. In a late essay, “Marginalia 
to Theory and Practice” (1969), Adorno attacked “Ro-
mantic socialism” for wanting to dissolve the distinction 
and critical relationship between theory and practice, 
maintaining that, by contrast with traditional society, 
the modern separation of theory and practice was “pro-
gressive” and emancipatory. So too was the separation 
in meaning between art, as non-conceptual knowledge, 
and criticism, informed by theoretical concepts. 
	 Adorno, like Marx, looks forward, not to a return to a 

pre-modern or pre-capitalist unity of theory and practice, 
nor to a reconciliation of form and content, as had been 
the case in traditional culture, but to a qualitative trans-
formation of the modern division of meaning in art and 
criticism, in which each would be simultaneously real-
ized and abolished as presently practiced. The problem is 
that, rather than being raised to ever more acute levels, 
there was already in Adorno’s lifetime a retreat from the 
productive antagonism, the dialectic of theory and prac-
tice, or in this case art and criticism. 
	 Adorno drew upon and sought to further elaborate the 
approach of his friend and mentor Walter Benjamin, who 
argued in his 1934 essay “The Author as Producer” that 
no art could be of correct “political tendency” unless it 
was also of good aesthetic quality.6 Furthermore, Benja-
min argued that every great work of art “either founds or 
dissolves a genre.”7 As Benjamin put it, the work of art 
that fails to teach artists teaches no one. Artists do not 
“distribute” aesthetic experience, but produce it. New art 
re-works and transforms, retrospectively, the history of 
art. Benjamin argued that there could be no progress in 
society without that of art, for necessarily involved in both 
is the transformation of subjectivity. 
	 The history of modern art, as Benjamin and Adorno 
recognized, presents a diverse multiplicity of practices, 
none of which has been able to come to full fruition. Ben-
jamin described this poignantly in his Arcades Project as 
“living in hell.”8 Benjamin and Adorno’s thought-figure 
for such historical consciousness of modern art comes 
from Trotsky, who pointed out, in a June 1938 letter to 
the editors of the American journal Partisan Review, that 
the modern capitalist epoch displayed the following phe-
nomenon in its historical course: 

[N]ew tendencies take on a more and more violent 
character, alternating between hope and despair. 
The artistic schools of the [first] few decades [of the 
20th century]—cubism, futurism, dadaism, surreal-
ism—follow each other without reaching a complete 
development. Art, which is the most complex part of 
culture, the most sensitive and at the same time the 
least protected, suffers most from the decline and 
decay of bourgeois society.9

This was because, as Trotsky put it,

The decline of bourgeois society means an intoler-
able exacerbation of social contradictions, which 
are transformed inevitably into personal contradic-
tions, calling forth an ever more burning need for a 
liberating art. Furthermore, a declining capitalism 
already finds itself completely incapable of offer-
ing the minimum conditions for the development of 
tendencies in art which correspond, however little, 
to our epoch…. The oppressed masses live their own 
life. Bohemianism offers too limited a social base.10 

Trotsky said of art that, “a protest against reality, either 
conscious or unconscious, active or passive, optimistic 
or pessimistic, always forms part of a really creative 
piece of work. Every new tendency in art has begun with 
rebellion.”11 And not merely rebellion against existing 
conventions of art, but against the conditions of life in 
capitalism.
	 But what, then, would be a “liberating art?” Adorno 
addresses this in terms of the aspiration for “artistic au-
tonomy,” or the self-justification of aesthetic experience. 
This is related to how Kant described the experience of 
the beautiful, in nature or art, as the sympathetic reso-
nance the subject experiences of an object, which thus 
appears to embody “purposiveness without purpose,” or 
a telos—an end-in-itself. Except, for Adorno, this empa-
thy between subject and object in Kant’s account of aes-
thetic experience is not affirmative, but critical. In Ador-
no’s account of the modern experience of art, the subject 
recognizes not the power of experiential capacities and 
the transformative freedom of the human faculties, but 
rather their constraint and unfreedom, their self-contra-
dictory and self-undermining powers. The subject experi-
ences not its freedom in self-transformation, but rather 
the need for transformation in freedom. Adorno empha-
sized that the autonomy of art, as of the subject, remains 
under capitalism an aspiration rather than an achieved 
state. Works of art embody the striving for autonomy that 
is denied the subject of the modern society of capital, 
and thus artworks also embody failure. Hence, the his-
tory of art furnishes a rich inventory of failed attempts. 
This is why this history remains unsettled and constantly 
returns. Modern works of art are necessarily failures, but 
are nonetheless valuable as embodiments of possibility, 
of unfulfilled potential. 
	 The constrained possibilities embodied in modern art 
are, according to Benjamin’s formulation, approached 
by the subject with a combination of “desire and fear.” 
Modern artworks embody not only human but “inhuman” 
potentials—that is, the possibilities for the qualitative 
transformation of humanity, which we regard with desire 
and fear. They thus have simultaneously utopian and 
dystopian aspects. Modern artworks are as ambivalent 
as the historical conditions they refract in themselves, 
“prismatically.” But it is in such ambivalence that art 
instantiates freedom. It is the task of theory, or critique, 
to register the non-conceptual while attempting to bring 
it within the range of concepts. As Adorno put it, the as-
piration of modern art is to “produce something without 
knowing what it is.”12 In so doing, art acts not only on the 
future, but also on history. 
	 Modern artworks find inspiration in art history. This 
is the potentially emancipatory character of repetition. 
Artists are motivated by art history to re-attain lost mo-
ments by achieving them again, but differently. Artists 
produce new works that, in their newness, unlock the 
potentials of past art, allowing us to re-experience his-
tory. But this work on history is not without its dangers. 
As Benjamin put it, “even the dead are not safe” from 
the ambivalent “progress” of history, because this his-
tory unfolds in capital as a “mounting catastrophe.”13 The 
history of modern art, like that of capital more generally, 
furnishes a compendium of ruins. The simultaneously 
progressive and regressive dynamics of history find their 
purchase in this: that historical forms of experience 
and consciousness inform present practices, for better 
or worse. It is the work of critique to attempt to better 
inform, through greater consciousness, the inevitable 
repetition in the continuing practices of art, and thus at-
tempt to overcome the worst effects of the regression 
involved in such practices. 
	 In the Hegelian sense adopted by both Marx and 
Adorno, the greater consciousness of freedom is the 
only available path for freedom’s possible realization. 

Consciousness is tasked to recognize the potential that 
is its own condition of possibility. This is why Adorno and 
Benjamin addressed works of art as forms of conscious-
ness. Art can be ideological or it can enlighten, provoking 
consciousness to push itself further. 
	 The dialectic of art and criticism is necessary for the vi-
tality of art. The self-abnegation of criticism, on the other 
hand—the disenchantment of consciousness that char-
acterized “postmodernism”—has clearly demonstrated 
the barrenness of such abdication of responsibility on 
the part of critics and theorists more so than artists, who 
were thus left at the mercy of poor, unclarified concepts. 
The challenge posed by modern critical-theoretical ap-
proaches to art has been warded off rather than engaged 
and pushed further. 
	 Artists’ work continues to demand critical recogni-
tion, whether the critics recognize this or not. What such 
critical recognition of the work of history taken up by art 
would mean is what Marxist aesthetic theorists like Ador-
no and Benjamin pursued, and from whose efforts we can 
and indeed must learn. For a new condition of art has not 
been attained, but only an old set of conditions repeated, 
without their repetition being properly recognized. The 
relation between art and social modernity, or capital, 
continues to task both art and theory. Art is not merely 
conditioned by, but is itself an instance of the modern 
society of capital. But, like society, for art to progress, 
theory must do its work. 

Panelists’ responses

LG: Chris, you seemed to read Adorno’s distinction be-
tween regression and progression as if progress is simply 
the bit we want, but it seems to me that Adorno’s point 
was that the progressive and the regressive are two sides 
of the same coin, both of which lead to catastrophe. 

CC: In Benjamin and Adorno’s philosophy of history, 
which they are deriving from Marx, capital is simultane-
ously progressive and regressive. Capital progresses 
through a kind of recursive movement, and so they un-
derstand overcoming capital as also completing capital. 
Benjamin and Adorno take up the concept of Aufhebung—
the sublation, the realization through negation, or the 
self-overcoming—to articulate this “completion.” Art, far 
from being outside capital, is part and parcel of capital’s 
historical movement. Art moves historically through a 
“progress,” if you will, of progress and regress—like 
capital. Of course, this raises the question of emancipa-
tion. Colloquially, progress is usually thought of in these 
terms: “Are we making progress? Is progress progress? 
Or, is it actually progress in domination, in which case it 
is not progress?” I feel that an unfamiliar aspect of Benja-
min and Adorno’s thought is an idea they take from Marx, 
which complicates the relationship between progress 
and regress: Capital moves through a process of the dis-
contents capital itself produces. The opposition to capital 
that these discontents engender form the basis for the 
reconstitution of capital in a new form, though there are 
important differences in the form these discontents take. 
You can have a system of discontents that advances capi-
tal in one way, or in a completely different way. 
	 To take perhaps the most dramatic example, I’m sure 
we are familiar with the anti-totalitarian idea that com-
munism and fascism are simply two sides of the same 
coin. In a way, for Benjamin and Adorno, fascism was 
the necessary doppelgänger of communism, in that both 
communism and fascism had an ambivalent relationship 
to the progress and regress of capital. Nevertheless, one 
could distinguish between communism and fascism, as 
Benjamin and Adorno themselves did. One could distin-
guish between how the contradiction of capital is being 
pushed through communism versus the way it was being 
pushed, in a more obscure manner, through fascism. One 
salient point here would be Wilhelm Reich’s argument, in 
“Ideology as a Material Force” (1933), that Marxists had 
failed to recognize the progressive character of fascism, 
which of course did not mean that Reich found fascism 
“progressive.” Rather, Reich meant that fascists were 
more in tune with the ambivalent progress and regress 
of capital than the Marxists were. The Marxists, in a 
sense, were helpless in the face of the progress of capi-
tal—therefore, the ambivalent progress of capital took the 
form of fascism rather than communism in Germany. 
 
GH: Of course, after 1848, modernity becomes not the 
solution, but the problem. However, I resist a certain ver-
sion of the argument which posits that, since modernity 
is the problem, there must be something which is not 
modernity that provides, if not the solution, at least the 
answer. The full secularization of history entails that 
there is nothing outside history. So I think modernity has 
to be the answer to the problem it raises. In my remarks 
I held up what I am calling “another modernity,” which I 
acknowledge to be only a sort of marker. It is possible we 
may have to make out this other modernity by figuring 
out, again, the difference between communism and fas-
cism, though I find this possibility a bit dreadful. However, 
this would mean withdrawing from the language of disas-
ter and catastrophe—a withdrawal I would justify on the 
basis of Adorno’s resistance to pessimism. Pessimism is 
the conviction that things will inevitably get worse. But, 
for Adorno, it is the dark gift of history that this is false. 
The only gift of having survived 1945 is the dead certainty 
that things cannot get any worse. From this anti-pessim-
istic thought, I think there must emerge something like 
an anti-catastrophic line of thinking. 

JB: You would have to think past Adorno to do that, 
though. I keep pointing back to early modern art, and 
to what I have called the “secular sacralization” of the 
everyday. I do this because one of the things Adorno 
themetized, but did not see in the art he loved, was the 
burden of giving everyday life the intensity and fullness of 
satisfactions once found in religious forms of life. Adorno 
and Benjamin were overly impressed by the sacred, or 
the messianic, and this was their worst temptation. If 
they were alive now, I fear they would be doing political 
theology, which is the worst thing to happen in political 
thought since Carl Schmitt. As I see it, Adorno’s anti-
representationalism ultimately led him to think of what 
was utopian in distorted ways. 

CC: Your critique of Benjamin and Adorno points to the 
difference between understanding modernity as post-Re-
naissance, versus understanding modernity as post-1848. 
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turn to these figures as points of reference—especially 
Adorno, as someone who anticipated but preceded 
emphatic postmodernism in art criticism—is salient 
today precisely to the extent it allows us to estrange 
ourselves from these kinds of rhetorics. We should resist 
the notion of Adorno and Benjamin as mandarin intel-
lectuals and holdover Romantics, and we should resist 
a Romantic conception of modernism, whether we use 
that term positively or negatively. I say this in hopes of at 
least pointing to how our discussion bears the damage 
that has been done by the way we talk about art after 
postmodernism. Our discussion bears the traces of an 
abdication of criticism over at least the last 40 years, 
since Adorno’s time. In all the ways we have talked about 
the modern work of art—in terms of whether modernism 
is finished or unfinished, how it subsists, how and why it 
is still necessary, and so on—I think we have been forced 
to concede something. | P 
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defeat, and that more recent efforts to rectify the prob-
lem by “destabilizing” all identities have proven obscu-
rantist and disorienting. But Wolf identifies the politics 
of identity and after as a retreat from something called 
“the working class.” This seems, at first, obviously true: 
Didn’t identity politics authorize the switch in focus from 
class to gender, race, and sexuality?
	 But the half-truth stonewalls a more troubling story: 
The obvious shift was only a symptom of a larger de-
cay of the project to overcome capitalism. In place of 
the political attempt to seize power, transform social 
relations, and emancipate humanity, activists turned 
towards the attempt to end distinct and narrowly defined 
“oppressions.” The retreat was not made by middle-
class reformers, but by the Left itself—by organizations 
including the ISO. Wolf gestures to the classic Trotskyist 
formula of a revolution betrayed, but refuses to take re-
sponsibility herself for its ongoing betrayal. 
	 This retreat may have, at the time, seemed to appear 
rational, even pragmatic. When the established institu-
tions like political parties and trade unions have sold 
out the project of freedom, can’t we build up constituen-
cies for revolution by appealing to mass struggles? But 
even judged on its own limited terms, the attempt failed. 
Oppressions were not overcome. Inequality flourished 
through the 1970s and persists to this day. “International 
revolution” may, in the face of ‘concrete social struggles’ 
seem distant, useless, abstract. Why read? We need to 
march. 
	 Let the problem be stated as baldly as possible. Wolf 
seems to believe that the “mass movement” of the 1960s 
was sold out and somehow duped by some unholy com-
bination of corporate interests and Jacques Lacan. The 
story allows her to shift all responsibility away from the 
Left (her left) and persist in the illusion that the minia-
ture dramas—she mentions the brief occupation of the 
Republic Doors and Windows factory in 2008—as signs of 
a coming insurrection. 
	 Wolf’s reasoning relies on a sleight of hand. She 
shows us what overcoming capitalism might mean for 
sexual freedom, and shows the historical achievements 
of revolutionary socialism in this struggle. Then (keep 
your eyes on her hands) she slips into a description of 
the inanities of contemporary left politics. An association 
emerges: Somehow, Marxism means marching for mar-
riage equality. 
	 It is time to stop lying to the young. There are no 
answers to their questions, no revolutionary politics 
available. Not yet! Perhaps Wolf fears that such honesty 
would depoliticize and besides, “We need to be where 
the struggle is.” But if Marxism is ever to become what 
it once was and could be, it cannot be sustained on a diet 
of lies. Your seventeen-year-old self was more intelligent 
than you might think: You could handle the truth. | P 

1. The statement taking credit for the action against the HRC was 
released and widely disseminated on the Internet. It can be found 
in full at <http://www.anarchistnews.org/?q=node/9869>. 
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Art after 1848 is about disenchantment, secularization, 
and sacralization of the everyday, but in a fundamentally 
different way than the art from the Renaissance period 
through the Romantic period, up until the time of Hegel. 
This difference hinges on the difference between Kant 
and Hegel, on the one hand, and Marx, on the other, 
which should not be understood simply as a difference 
in thinking. Rather, it is a matter of the real historical 
difference between the pre-1848 and post-1848 world, 
which makes it necessary to pose quite differently the 
question of Enlightenment, disenchantment, desacral-
ization, and resacralization. 
	 Jay, I think you have posed art as occupying a space 
outside capital, outside modernity, representing a ro-
mantic response to the instrumentalization of the world. 
I believe there were elements of this in Lydia’s remarks 
as well. In contrast, I think Adorno and Benjamin chal-
lenge us to see how art also becomes instrumental 
reason, in the sense that art is an instrument of capital. 
It is not as though there is reason that is used instru-
mentally, and reason that is not used instrumentally. 
Rather, reason becomes instrumentalized by capital so 
that the Enlightenment becomes a more ambiguous phe-
nomenon after 1848. There is a reversal of means and 
ends after 1848 such that one can no longer understand 
capital as the advance of Enlightenment, but can only see 
the Enlightenment as the means of capital. Rather than 
“non-conceptual knowledge,” Adorno and Benjamin see 
art as part of the reason of capital, but also, therefore, as 
bearing the ambivalence of capital and potentially mak-
ing that ambivalence recognizable. 
	 A similar difficulty, which came up in Gregg’s presen-
tation, is getting beyond an understanding of emancipa-
tion in terms of cracks or fragments in society. This con-
ception of emancipation traces back to a kind of Roman-
tic Counter-Enlightenment, from which Marx and, thus, 
Benjamin and Adorno, would have to be distinguished. I 
take great issue with the claim that Adorno and Benja-
min were enchanted by the sacred. Like Hegel, they were 
tasked with understanding continuity and change in the 
desacralization of the world. Hegel had to account for the 
ways that religious metaphysics remain with us in spite 
of, and even through, the disenchantment of the world. 
Kant and Hegel understood this in the sense that religion 
was a prior form of reason, but I do not think they argue 
for a Romantic re-enchantment of the sacred against the 
disenchanted world. Marx, Benjamin, and Adorno cer-
tainly do not. 

LG: This treats Adorno and Benjamin as if they are pro-
ducing a theory of society or a theory of art in a tradi-
tional sense—that is, taking a step back, coming up with 
a theory, and then imposing it upon society, art, or capi-
talism. What Adorno and Benjamin share in their writing 
is precisely this turning back on themselves to ask how, 
actually, does one write about this. They always turn 
back on the structures of thought and writing. 

CC: I don’t think I implied that Adorno and Benjamin felt 
they could step outside their object of critique. They con-
sider their own thinking symptomatic of capital, which 
means that they understand their own opposition to capi-
tal as itself being a symptom of capital. In this sense the 
only difference they could establish between their own 
thinking and others’ was the measure of self-clarification 
and self-awareness they achieved, which is an issue of the 
philosophy of history. There is a difficulty in understanding 
what opposition to capitalism means. The usual approach 
is to look at how capital breaks down—to look for apparent 
cracks, which provide the grounds for “resistance.” This 
is the typical language of the Left in the late 20th century, 
down to the present. In contrast, Benjamin and Adorno 
follow from Marx in recognizing that it is not the case that 
capital moves by a smooth logic, interrupted by moments 
of collapse representing something outside of capital. 
Rather, part of what makes capital an “alienated” logic is 
that it is no logic at all; it reproduces itself not in spite of, 
but precisely through breakdown, resistance, discontents, 
and a host of contingent or “spontaneous” factors. 
	 There is an undigested Romantic legacy, in the wake 
of 1789, of positioning oneself, along with all humanity, 
under the treads of history. This tends toward a one-sided 
understanding of capital as instrumental reason, whereas 
in fact Adorno and Benjamin, like Marx and Hegel, are ac-
tually trying to overcome a Romantic rejection of moder-
nity. Trying not to fall on one side of that Romantic rejec-
tion is hard without seeming to speak from some kind of 
objective view outside of the phenomenon, but I think that 
is primarily an issue of style and presentation. 

Q & A

In your comments, Gregg, you said that returning to the 
distinction between fascism and communism seemed dread-
ful. But what hope for the redemptive power of art, or even 
of thought itself, exists outside of the hope for socialism, a 
movement that the revolutionary Marxist tradition under-
stood as the attempt, for the first time, to put social relations 
under the dominion of social consciousness? 

GH: My expression of despair was only at the prospect of 
having to frame the problem that way. The articulation of 
socialism necessarily involves the retrieval of the emanci-
patory moment of “actually existing socialism.” But what 
must we return to in order to retrieve this emancipatory 
moment? I don’t have an answer to that, but if there is an 
answer afoot, we need to hear it. Several times in the last 
month I have heard the following remarkable thought—
and when I say remarkable I simply mean I want to know 
more—that Khrushchev represented an actual break-
through, from which we might retrieve a different practice 
of communism. That is the kind of thought that I do not 
know how to make use of, even in trying to think about 
what you and I share, which is a view of socialism as the 
horizon of emancipatory political practice. 

Jay, in your remarks you have described our culture as be-
ing problematic in its relation to art, which I took to mean 
that we have a “wrong culture.” What do you mean by this? 

JB: “Wrong culture” would be optimistic. I am interested 
in how the culture question has lapsed. It was standard 
even in the 1960s to articulate how system integration, 
the way in which various institutions make capital repro-
duction possible, required social integration, whereby 
people would have harmonious beliefs, values, and ide-
als. At a certain moment, capital recognized that this 
was not strictly necessity, and that people did not actu-
ally need a whole lot of ideological forming. My claim is 
that an image of radical culture was parasitic on the idea 
that there was a dominant culture. There is no longer 
a coherent dominant culture against which to mount a 
critique that could push forward the formation of an al-
ternative political will. This is what requires us to rethink 
the notion of critique. 

CC: I think the world appears to lack a common culture 
holding the system together because the common cul-
ture that exists is poorly recognized. Counterintuitively, I 
think there are a great deal of assumptions shared by Is-
lamic fundamentalists, Christian fundamentalists, post-
modern bohemians, and so on, but these common as-
sumptions go unrecognized and unremarked. These as-
sumptions have become ideology in a classic sense. The 
task would be provoking recognition of this commonality 
in order to make legible the unity of the opposites in our 
world, rather than thinking that we live in some sort of 
cultural plurality that resists any attempt to understand 
it as a totality. That this appears to be the case is simply 
an artifact of our failure to understand it. One could just 
as well make a plausible argument, from the standpont 
of the 19th century, that the world was being held togeth-
er without a hegemonic culture in 1830, 1848, or 1870. 
The task would be to find the hegemonic culture that is 
there, but which is completely naturalized. 

LG: But are we talking here about culture with a small C, 
or Kultur with a capital K? 

GH: I had a version of that question in mind. In a review 
of the Anselm Kiefer art show that appeared recently 
in the New York Times, Roberta Smith hauled out of the 
dustbin of history a critical concept you almost never see 
anymore: She referred to Kiefer as a “middlebrow paint-
er.”14 The concept seemed archaic to me. Even though it 
was clearly meant as a slander, “middlebrow” had none 
of the negative charge it used to have. Suddenly there 
was, in the concept of middlebrow, a whiff of democracy. 
It sounded optimistic, as though it is something to aspire 
to. So, I don’t mean to imply by this that Anselm Kiefer 
is a great painter or anything, but reading this review of 
his work suggested to me that, whatever might come to 
count as a common culture, it is definitely not going to 
be culture with a capital K—it is not going to be a matter 
of cultivation, in that sense. 

JB: With respect to what I am calling the breakdown or 
the loss of culture, I am thinking about what goes on, for 

instance, in Philip Roth’s novel American Pastoral, which 
captures how ideality or hopefulness is no longer avail-
able as something that could be transformative. It is not 
simply “ideology,” or a series of false beliefs, that make 
a culture, even with a small C. There has to be a no-
tion of ideality. That notion, which appeared in Germany 
under the phrase “critique of pure cynicism,” really has 
its American moment now, and it is that difficulty I was 
pointing to. 

LG: From that, it follows that the real confrontation now 
would not be between critical theory and capital, directly, 
but between critical theory and democracy. This is really 
where the issue is for politics.

CC: The word I want to introduce into the discussion is 
“kitsch.” Maybe we now have kitsch culture and kitsch 
politics. There are interesting parallels between Clement 
Greenberg and Benjamin and Adorno. It is interesting 
that Greenberg foregrounds the question of democracy 
by treating avant-garde and kitsch as symptoms of de-
mocracy. But in this way Greenberg also raises the ques-
tion of the relationship between capital and democracy. 
The culture industry was a concept that Adorno meant 
to embrace high art as well. Schoenberg and Stravinsky 
were also a part of the culture industry. In that respect 
I think one has to see how avant-garde and kitsch prac-
tices subsist on a common ground and how Schoenberg 
and Stravinsky are two sides of the same coin. Adorno 
certainly was not just a partisan for Schoenberg over 
Stravinsky, which is how Adorno is usually read. 

A few of you tonight have touched upon the concept that an 
artwork is not successful unless critique is doing its job. 
But what is critique’s job description, so to speak, in rela-
tion to art today? And what should it be? 

LG: It is not that art will not function unless critique 
does its job, but that critique is this ongoing process of 
rethinking what is being asserted. One of the reasons 
Adorno admired Schoenberg was that he thought you 
could not reduce Schoenberg to whistling, and this 
meant that in some way Schoenberg was not assimi-
lable by the culture—in its form it would always rub 
up against culture. If you understood what it was that 
made Schoenberg so difficult and so unassimilable, so 
unwhistleable, you could perhaps understand again what 
was amazing about a Beethoven symphony or even, in 
my view, a Puccini opera like La Bohème. This is where 
I think even Adorno got himself wrong, in that he made 
too many blanket statements about the kind of music 
that was subsumable by this society. The real resistant 
potential is to try and listen to Puccini as a great com-
poser, not to listen to Puccini as a composer under the 
conditions of commodification. 

CC: I don’t think Schoenberg was unassimilable—if any-
thing, his work was assimilated. But I also do not think 
that Adorno thought Schoenberg was unassimilable, and 
so I don’t think unassimilability is what Adorno valued 

in Schoenberg. Adorno talks about Schoenberg and the 
culture industry in terms of “the inevitable” versus “the 
incomprehensible,” as a sort of antinomy within a his-
torical moment of the culture industry. Inevitability and 
incomprehensibility are, to Adorno, two aspects of the 
same thing. The operation of capital is not comprehen-
sible by individuals but it is clearly socially assimilable. 
In this sense, capital is inevitable and incomprehensible. 
What Adorno valued about Schoenberg was that, in 
Schoenberg, you cannot escape that simultaneous inevi-
tability and incomprehensibility as easily as you can es-
cape it by putting on Puccini, for instance, or Stravinsky, 
who gives you the comprehensible sublime. 

In your comments, Jay, you have proposed the everyday 
as a different route to go besides the messianic or sacred. 
But how is the everyday supposed to get beyond all the 
problems you have raised with shareability, for instance? 
Doesn’t everydayness run into all the same problems we 
run into with culture? 

JB: I think the everyday has always been the question 
for modern art. Whatever we might mean by modernity, 
it has to be the thought of a wholly secular form of life. 
What we don’t know is what shareability is going to look 
like. That is something art practices will need to invent, 
in the sense of figuring out, as they go along, variations 
on this idea of immanent sharebility, which comes out 
of the practice itself and yet remains a practice. What 
makes art particular, at least for me, is that it bears this 
burden. 

I think the theme of the failure of postmodernism to ad-
vance historical consciousness has not been fully fleshed 
out. What is it about how post modernism saw art that has 
left us with less access to historical self-awareness or con-
sciousness?

CC: There have been assumed but, unfortunately, natu-
ralized and invisible categories we have used in discuss-
ing art and critique, and I think the invisibility of these 
categories points to problems of historical conscious-
ness. In a sense, we necessarily read figures like Adorno 
or Benjamin—or, as I pointed out before, Marx—in terms 
of categories that they themselves wanted to transcend. 
One thinks of how the classic postmodernist art critics, 
the October group, separated the avant-garde from mod-
ernism. I do not think critics like Benjamin and Adorno, 
or Clement Greenberg for that matter, would have ac-
cepted the opposition of the avant-garde to modernism 
in the way that postmodern critics superimpose on the 
history of modern art. Similarly, the relationship between 
Romanticism and modernism has been a troubled one 
throughout our discussion. To the degree there has been 
a critique of Adorno and Benjamin, the critique was of a 
residual Romanticism they purportedly exhibit. That they 
appear to retain a Romantic understanding of modernity 
is itself a signal of how much influence postmodernism, 
and particularly postmodern art criticism, has exerted 
on how we think about modernism. Thus, for instance, 
modernist art becomes a kind of secular religion. A re-
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feminist Action Council for the Liberation of Women, a 
group that formed in West Berlin in 1968 and had spread 
across the country by 1969. What Meinhof’s title meant 
was that, true to the slogan, socialist students did not 
talk about “the weather”— meaning the everyday, the 
banal, the habitual, and the ingrained. But they should. 
Bauer’s inclusion of this article as the centerpiece of the 
collection captures Meinhof’s pioneering efforts in turn-
ing attention to the personal in a way that foregrounded 
gender as an organizing category of ongoing inequality, 
even within the student movement. Indeed, it is Mein-
hof’s more personal writings that retain the most force 
at 40 years’ remove. We see the empathy that moved her 
in pieces like the 1968 column that recounts the abusive 
upbringing of a child murderer, including the moment 
when he was made to despise his homosexuality—what 
she calls “his best quality.” Meinhof’s writings remind 
us that politics, shaped by events that demand analysis, 
are nonetheless underwritten by emotion and psychol-
ogy. Later RAF tracts made blank fury the sole register 
of politics. Following the brutal chain of events through 
Meinhof’s columns and Bauer’s introduction, from the 
early years of the Vietnam War, now historically distant, 
to the proximate blows of police truncheons in the late 
1960s, we can understand the anger but also see its lim-
its. 
	 The fascination with 1970s armed militancy in recent 
years has raised the question, “Why Meinhof, now?” The 
answer surely lies in frustration at the apparent futility of 
conventional activism against the U.S.-led War on Terror. 
Yet Bauer’s collection poses a more important question: 
“Which Meinhof now?” This volume gives English read-
ers the Meinhof that was eclipsed when she went under-
ground. Meinhof’s 1960s insights are less readily trans-
ferable to the present, or to the silver screen for that 
matter, than are the 1970s RAF communiqués. Nonethe-
less, these earlier insights suggest an alternative mode 
of political engagement to that of the vigilante martyr we 
may think we know. But to what effect? From the stand-
point of an academic, it is soothing to think that writing 
might be the signature act of political engagement in 
troubling times. One wonders if the image of Meinhof as 
a columnist does not serve its own compensatory func-
tion, allowing a sense of identification not with the guer-
rilla in Ray-Bans, but the stewing deskbound critic. Is 
Meinhof at her typewriter a readier icon for a 21st century 
left, which does most of its politics at the keyboard and 
on the screen? Isn’t there a virtue in the 1970s Meinhof’s 
reminder that politics may also entail the deployment 
and even endangerment of our own bodies? After Bau-
er’s volume, people will continue to find the Ulrike they 
need. Its value lies in giving voice to the corpse Richter 
depicts in his famous blurred portraits—a voice remind-
ing us that Ulrike’s violent revolt happened only after a 
long and maddening decade of thinking, convincing, and 
arguing in an inhospitable society. | P 
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