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The Negation of the Autonomy of Art
by the Avani-garde//2002

Informed by the Frankfurt School of critical theory, Peter Biirger’s Theory of the
Avant-garde (1974) decries a bourgeois model of art that is produced and consumed
by individuals. His influential reading of the historic avant-garde (Dada,
Constructivism and Surrealism) as an attempt to fuse art with social praxis, together
with the chart reproduced below, provide a poignant contextualization for
contemporary collaborative art. .
In scholarly discussion up to now, the category ‘autonomy’ has suffered from the
imprecision of the various subcategories thought of as constituting a unity in the
concept of the autonomous work of art. Since the development of the individual
subcategories is not synchronous, it may happen that sometimes courtly art
seems already autonomous, while at other times only bourgeois art appears to
have that characteristic. To make clear that the contradictions between the
various interpretations result from the nature of the case, we will sketch a
historical typology that is deliberately reduced to three elements (purpose or
function, production, reception), because the point here is to have the
nonsynchronism in the development of individual categories emerge with clarity.

A. Sacral Art (example:-the art of the High Middle Ages) serves as
cult object. It is wholly integrated into the social institution ‘religion’ It is
produced collectively, as a craft. The mode of reception also is institutionalized
as collective.' .

B. Courtly Art (example: the art at the court of Louis XIV) also has a precisely
defined function. It is representational and serves the glory of the prince and the
self-portrayal of courtly society. Courtly art is part of the life praxis of courtly
society, just as sacral art is part of the life praxis of the faithful. Yet the
detachment from the sacral tie is a first step in the emancipation of art.
(‘Emancipation’ is being used here as a descriptive term, as referring to the
process by which art constitutes itself as a distinct social subsystem.) The
difference from sacral art becomes particularly apparent in the realm of
production: the artist produces as an individual and develops a consciousness of
the uniqueness of his activity. Reception, on the other hand, remains collective.
But the content of the collective performance is no longer sacral, it is sociability.

C. Only to the extent that the bourgeoisie adopts concepts of value held by
the aristocracy does bourgeois art have a representational function. When it is
genuinely bourgeois, this art is the objectification of the self-understanding of
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the bourgeois class. Production and reception of the self-understanding as
articulated in art are no longer tied to the praxis of life. Habermas calls this the
satisfaction of residual needs, that is, of needs that have become submerged in
the life praxis of bourgeois society. Not only production but reception also are
now individual acts. The solitary absorption in the work is the adequate mode of
appropriation of creations removed from the life praxis of the bourgeois, even
though they still claim to interpret that praxis. In Aestheticism, finally, where
bourgeois art reaches the stage of self-reflection, this claim is no longer made.
Apartness from the praxis of life, which had always been the condition that
characterized the way art functioned in bourgeois society, now becomes its
content. The typology we have sketched here can be represented in the

" accompanying tabulation (the vertical lines in boldface [substituted by boldface
text below] refer to a decisive change in the development, the broken ones
[substituted by italicized text] to a less decisive one).

Sacral Art Courtly Art Bourgeois Art
Purpose or . cult object representational !
function object portrayal of bourgeois
self-understanding
Production collective craft individual individual
Reception collective (sacral) collective (sociable) individual

The tabulation allows one to notice that the development of the categories was
not synchronous. Production by the individual that characterizes art in
bourgeois society has its origins as far back as courtly patronage. But courtly art
still remains integral to the praxis of life, although as compared with the cult
function, the representational function constitutes a step toward a mitigation of
claims that art play a direct social role. The reception of courtly art also remains
collective, although the content of the collective performance has changed. As
regards reception, it is only with bourgeois art that a decisive change sets in: its
reception is one by isolated individuals. The novel is that literary genre in which
the new mode of reception finds the form appropriate to it The advent of
bourgeois art is also the decisive turning point as regards use or function.
Although in different ways, both sacral and courtly art are integral to the life
praxis of the recipient. As cult and representational objects, works of art are put
to a specific use. This requirement no longer applies to the same extent to
bourgeois art. In bourgeois art, the portrayal of bourgeois self-understanding
occurs in a sphere that lies outside the praxis of life. The citizen who, in everyday
life, has been reduced to a partial function (means-ends activity) can be
discovered in art as ‘human being’. Here, one can unfold the abundance of one’s
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alents, though with the proviso that this sphere remain strictly separate from
he praxis of life. Seen in this fashion, the separation of art from the praxis of life
iecomes the decisive characteristic of the autonomy of bourgeois art (a fact that
he tabulation does not bring out adequately). To avoid misunderstandings, it
nust be emphasized once again that autonomy in this sense defines the status
f art in bourgeois society but that no assertions concerning the contents of
vorks are involved. Although art as an institution may be considered fully
ormed towards the end of the eighteenth century, the development of the
-ontents of works is subject to a historical dynamics, whose terminal point is
-eached in Aestheticism, where art becomes the content of art.

The European avant-garde movements can be defined as an attack on the
status of art in bourgeois society. What is negated is not an earlier form of art (a
style) but art as an institution that is unassociated with the life praxis of men.
When the avant-gardistes demand that art become practical once again, they do
not mean that the contents of works of art should be socially significant. The
demand is not raised at the level of the contents of individual works. Rather, it
directs itself to the way art functions in society, a process that does as much to
determine the effect that works have as does the particular content.

The avant-gardistes view its dissociation from the praxis of life as the
dominant characteristic of art in bourgeois society. One of the reasons this
dissociation was possible is that Aestheticism had made the element that
defines art as an institution the essential content of works. Institution and work
contents had to coincide to make it logically possible for the avant-garde to call
art into question. The avant-gardistes proposed the sublation of art — sublation
in the Hegelian sense of the term: art was not to be simply destroyed, but
transferred to the praxis of life where it would be preserved, albeit in a changed
form. The avant-gardistes thus adopted an essential element of Aestheticism.
Aestheticism had made the distance from the praxis of life the content of works.
The praxis of life to which Aestheticism refers and which it negates is the means-
ends rationality of the bourgeois everyday. Now, it is not the aim of the avant-
gardistes to integrate art into this praxis. On the contrary, they assent to the
aestheticists’ rejection of the world and its means-ends rationality. What
distinguishes them from the latter is the attempt to organize a new life praxis
from a basis in art. In this respect also, Aestheticism turns out to have been the
necessary precondition of the avant-gardiste intent. Only an art the contents of
whose individual works is wholly distinct from the (bad) praxis of the existing
society can be the centre that can be the starting point for the organization of a
new life praxis.

With the help of Herbert Marcuse’s theoretical formulation concerning the
twofold character of art in bourgeois society, the avant-gardiste intent can be
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understood with particular clarity. All those needs that cannot be satisfied in
everyday life, because the principle of competition pervades all spheres, can find
a home in art, because art is removed from the praxis of life. Values such as
humanity, joy, truth, solidarity are extruded from life, as it were, and preserved -
in art. In bourgeois society, art has a contradictory role: it projects the image of
a better order and to that extent protests against the bad order that prevails. But
by realizing the image of a better order in fiction, which is semblance (Schein)
only, it relieves the existing society of the pressure of those forces that make for
change. They are assigned to confinement in an ideal sphere. Where art
accomplishes this, it is ‘affirmative’ in Marcuse’s sense of the term. If the twofold

~ character of art in bourgeois society consists in the fact that the distance from

the social production and reproduction process contains an element of freedom
and an element of the noncommittal and an absence of any consequences, it can
be seen that the avant-gardistes’ attempt to reintegrate art into the life process
is itself a profoundly contradictory endeavour. For the (relative) freedom of art
vis-a-vis the praxis of life is at the same time the condition that must be fulfilled
if there is to be a critical cognition of reality. An art no longer distinct from the
praxis of life but wholly absorbed in it will lose the capacity to criticize it, along
with its distance. During the time of the historical avant-garde movements, the
attempt to do away with the distance between art and life still had all the pathos
of historical progressiveness on its side. But in the meantime, the culture
industry has brought about the false elimination of the distance between art and
life, and this also allows one to recognize the contradictoriness of the avant-
gardiste undertaking.

In what follows, we will outline how the intent to eliminate art as an
institution found expression in the three areas that we used above to
characterize autonomous art: purpose or function, production, reception.
Instead of speaking of the avant-gardiste work, we will speak of avant-gardiste
manifestation. A dadaist manifestation does not have work character but is
nonetheless an authentic manifestation of the artistic avant-garde. This is not to
imply that the avant-gardistes produced no works whatever and replaced them
by ephemeral events. We will see that whereas they did not destroy it, the avant-
gardistes profoundly modified the category of the work of art.

Of the three areas, the intended purpose or function of the avant-gardiste
manifestation is most difficult to define. In the aestheticist work of art, the
disjointure of the work and the praxis of life characteristic of the status of art in
bourgeois society has become the work’s essential content. It is only as a
consequence of this fact that the work of art becomes its own end in the full
meaning of the term. In Aestheticism, the social functionlessness of art becomes
manifest. The avant-gardiste artists counter such functionlessness not by an art
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t would have consequences within the existing society, but rather by the
nciple of the sublation of art in the praxis of life. But such a conception makes
mpossible to define the intended purpose of art. For an art that has been
ategrated into the praxis of life, not even the absence of a social purpose can
indicated, as was still possible in Aestheticism. When art and the praxis of life

: one, when the praxis is aesthetic and art is practical, art’s purpose can no
iger be discovered, because the existence of two distinct spheres (art and the
wxis of life) that is constitutive of the concept of purpose or intended use has '
Te to an end.

We have seen that the production of the autonomous work of art is the act of

individual. The artist produces as individual, individuality not being
derstood as the expression of something but as radically different. The
ncept of genius testifies to this. The quasi-technical consciousness of the
akeability of works of art that Aestheticism attains seems only to contradict
is. Valéry, for example, demystifies artistic genius by reducing it to
ychological motivations on the one hand, and the availability to it of artistic
eans on the other. While pseudo-romantic doctrines of inspiration thus come

be seen as the self-deception of producers, the view of art for which the
dividual is the creative subject is let stand. Indeed, Valéry’s theorem
mcerning the force of pride (orgueil) that sets off and propels the creative
‘ocess renews once again the notion of the individual character of artistic
‘oduction central to art in bourgeois society.* In its most extreme
\anifestations, the avant-garde’s reply to this is not the collective as the subject
? production but the radical negation of the category of individual creation.
/hen Duchamp signs mass-produced objects (a urinal, a bottle drier) and sends
1em to art exhibits, he negates the category of individual production. The
gnature, whose very purpose it is to mark what is individual in the work, that
owes its existence to this particular artist, is inscribed on an arbitrarily chosen
1ass product, because all claims to individual creativity are to be mocked.
uchamp’s provocation not only unmasks the art market where the signature
1eans more than the quality of the work; it radically questions the very
rinciple of art in bourgeois society according to which the individual is
onsidered the creator of the work of art. Duchamp’s Readymades are not works
if art but manifestations. Not from the form-content totality of the individual
bject Duchamp signs can one infer the meaning, but only from the contrast
yetween mass-produced object on the one hand, and signature and art exhibit
m the other. It is obvious that this kind of provocation cannot be repeated
ndefinitely. The provocation depends on what it turns against: here, it is the
dea that the individual is the subject of artistic creation. Once the signed bottle
Irier has been accepted as an object that deserves a place in a museum, the

50//THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS



provocation no longer provokes; it turns into its opposite. If an artist today signs
a stove pipe and exhibits it, that artist certainly does not denounce the art
market but adapts to it. Such adaptation does not eradicate the idea of individual
creativity, it affirms it, and the reason is the failure of the avant-gardiste intent
to sublate art. Since now the protest of the historical avant-garde against art as
institution is accepted as art, the gesture of protest of the neo-avant-garde
becomes inauthentic. Having been shown to be irredeemable, the claim to be
protest can no longer be maintained. This fact accounts for the arts-and-crafts
impression that works of the avant-garde not infrequently convey.®

The avant-garde not only negates the category of individual production but
also that of individual reception. The reactions of the public during a dada
manifestation where it has been mobilized by provocation, and which can range
‘from shouting to fisticuffs, are certainly collective in nature. True, these remain
reactions, responses to a preceding provocation. Producer and recipient remain
clearly distinct, however active the public may become. Given the avant-gardiste
intention to do away with art as a sphere that is separate from the praxis of life,
it is logical to eliminate the antithesis between producer and recipient. It is no
accident that both Tzara’s instructions for the making of a Dadaist poem and
Breton's for the writing of automatic texts have the character of recipes.® This
represents not only a polemical attack on the individual creativity of the artist;
the recipe is to be taken quite literally as suggesting a possible activity on the
part of the recipient. The automatic texts also should be read as guides to
individual production. But such production is not to be understood as artistic
production, but as part of a liberating life praxis. This is what is meant by
Breton’s demand that poetry be practiced (pratiquer la poésie). Beyond the
coincidence of producer and recipient that this demand implies, there is the fact
that these concepts lose their meaning: producers and recipients no longer exist.
All that remains is the individual who uses poetry as an instrument for living
one’s life as best one can. There is also a danger here to which Surrealism at least
partly succumbed, and that is solipsism, the retreat to the problems of the
isolated subject. Breton himself saw this danger and envisaged different ways of
dealing with it. One of them was the glorification of the spontaneity of the erotic
relationship. Perhaps the strict group discipline was also an attempt to exorcise
the danger of solipsism that surrealism harbours.”

In summary, we note that the historical avant-garde movements negate
those determinations that are essential in autonomous art: the disjunction of art
and the praxis of life, individual production, and individual reception as distinct
from the former. The avant-garde intends the abolition of autonomous art, by
which it means that art is to be integrated into the praxis of life. This has not
occurred, and presumably cannot occur, in bourgeois society unless it be as a
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false sublation of autonomous art.® Pulp fiction and commodity aesthetics prove
that such a false sublation exists. A literature whose primary aim it is to impose
a particular kind of consumer behaviour on the reader is in fact practical, though
not in the sense the avant-gardistes intended. Here, literature ceases to be an
instrument of emancipation and becomes one of subjection.’ Similar comments
could be made about commodity aesthetics that treat form as mere enticement,
designed to prompt purchasers to buy what they do not need. Here also, art
becomes practical but it is an art that enthralls.” This brief allusion will show
that the theory of the avant-garde can also serve to make us understand popular
literature and commodity aesthetics as forms of a false sublation of art as
institution. In late capitalist society, intentions of the historical avant-garde are
being realized but the result has been a disvalue. Given the experience of the
false sublation of autonomy, one will need to ask whether a sublation of the
autonomy status can be desirable at all, whether the distance between art and
the praxis of life is not requisite for that free space within which alternatives to
what exists become conceivable. :

1 [footnote 14 in source] On this, see the essay by R. Warning, ‘Ritus, Mythos und geistliches Spiel’,
in Terror und Spiel. Probleme der Mythenrezeption, ed. Fuhrmann (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag,
1971) 211-39.

2 [15] Hegel already referred to the novel as ‘the modern middle-class epic’ (Asthetik, ed. F.
Bassenge, vol. Il [Berlin/Weimar, 1965] 452.)

3 [16] On the problem of the false sublation of art in the praxis of life, see ]. Habermas,
Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit. Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der biirgerlichen Gesellschaft
(Neuwied/Berlin, 1968) § 18, 176 ff.

4 [17] See P. Biirger, ‘Funktion und Bedeutung des orgueil bei Paul Valéry’, in Romanistisches
Jahrbuch, 16 (1965) 149-68.

5 [18] Examples of neo-avant-gardiste paintings and sculptures to be found in the catalogue of the
exhibit Sammlung Cremer. Europdische Avantgarde 1950-1970, ed. G. Adriani (Tubingen, 1973).

6 [19] Tristan Tzara, ‘Pour faire un poéme dadaiste’, in Tzara, Lampisteries précédées des sept
manifestos dada (place of publication not given, 1963) 64. André Breton, ‘Manifeste du
surréalisme’ (1924), in Breton, Manifestos du surréalisme (Paris: Coll. Idées 23, 1963) 42 f.

7 [20] On the Surrealists’ conception of groups and the collective experiences they sought and
partially realized, see Elisabeth Lenk, Der springende Narziss. André Breton’s poetischer
Materialismus (Munich, 1971) 57 ff.,, 73 f.

8 [21] One would have to investigate to what extent, after the October revolution, the Russian
avant-gardistes succeeded to a degree, because social conditions had changed, in realizing their
intent to reintegrate art in the praxis of life. Both B. Arvatov and S. Tretjakov turn the concept of
art as developed in bourgeois society around and define art quite straightforwardly as socially

useful activity: ‘The pleasure of transforming the raw material into a particular, socially useful

52//THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

sl




form, connected to the skill and the intensive search for the suitable form - those are the things
the slogan “art for all” should mean.’ (S. Tretjakov, ‘Die Kunst in der Revolution and die
Revolution in der Kunst, in Tretjakov, Die Arbeit des Schriftstellers, ed. H. Boehncke (Reinbek bei
Hamburg: Rowohit, 1971) 13. ‘Basing himself on the technique which is common to all spheres
of life, the artist is imbued with the idea of suitability. It is not by subjective taste that he will
allow himself to be guided as he works on his material but by the objective tasks of production’
(B. Arvatov, ‘Die Kunst im System der proletarischen Kultur’, in Arvatov, Kunst und Produktion,
15). With the theory of the avant-garde as a point of departure, and with concrete investigations
as guide, one should also discuss the problem of the extent (and of the kinds of consequences
for the artistic subjects) to which art as an institution occupies a place in the society of the
socialist countries that differs from its place in bourgeois society.

9 [22] See Christa Biirger, Textanalyse als Ideologiekritik. Zur Rezeption witgen ossischer
Unterhaltungsliteratur (Frankfurt: Athenaum, 1973).

10 [23] See W.E. Haug, Kritik der Warendsthetik (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1971).

Peter Biirger, Theorie der Avantgarde (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974); trans. Michael
Shaw, Theory of the Avant-garde (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) 47-54.
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