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1

Prologue: ‘After Auschwitz’: 
Survival of the Aesthetic

More than any other thinker of the twentieth century, the Frankfurt 
School philosopher Theodor W. Adorno (1903–1969) was deeply 
concerned with the scarring effects of the Holocaust on cultural pro-
duction and experience, language, theory and practice. In Dialectic of 
Enlightenment (1944), Adorno’s collaboration with Max Horkheimer, the 
question is raised why Enlightenment humanity, ‘instead of entering a 
truly human state, is sinking into a new kind of barbarism’ (DoE xiv). 
For Adorno, Auschwitz is a metaphor for perennial human suffering 
and provides the subtext for his sociological and philosophical work; 
it also fundamentally shaped his thinking about art and culture. The 
final chapter of his Negative Dialectics (1966), for example, examines the 
cultural and philosophical effects of the Holocaust on humanity, and 
the Auschwitz metaphor also underlines his critique of the commodifi-
cation of art in today’s ‘culture industry’.

The concept of Auschwitz and the historical experience of social 
and humanitarian catastrophes are central to Adorno’s thinking about 
philosophy and art. Adorno argues that in post-Auschwitz culture 
‘actual events have shattered the basis on which speculative metaphysi-
cal thought could be reconciled with experience’ (ND 362). The only 
appropriate response to the epistemological and moral crises of today 
would be a philosophical and aesthetic practice that is able to face up 
to its own failure through radical self-critique and negation whilst also, 
importantly, acknowledging its very roots in a failed culture. Resistance 
to, and transcendence of, the status quo through theoretical and artistic 
practice can therefore never be fully realised but remains, neverthe-
less, the aim. What Adorno proposes is a philosophical and aesthetic 
discourse that takes seriously the crisis of meaning and representation 
in art, culture and thought in the context of post-Auschwitz existence. 
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With reference to the public silence about Auschwitz (and other 
genocides of the twentieth and current centuries), Alan Rosenberg and 
James R. Watson argue that ‘[g]etting the habits of hell into the syntax 
of language was accomplished, which is perhaps why today there is lit-
tle if anything that shocks us’ (Contemporary Portrayals of Auschwitz 19). 
There is a danger that the difficulty of articulating catastrophic events, 
the struggle to make sense of the impossible, might lead to an attitude 
of moral indifference and thus to a real silencing of the horror. In the 
spirit of Adorno, Agamben has attempted to elucidate the ‘paradox of 
testimony’ (Remnants of Auschwitz 36) – the question of how to pay 
witness to an impossible event. He confirms the fundamental aporia 
of Auschwitz, which is that no amount of knowledge will be able to 
explain it, and that its truth cannot be verified even if its ‘facts [are] so 
real that, by comparison, nothing is truer’ (ibid. 12). The (ethical) task is 
not to take the unsayable-ness of Auschwitz as a pretext for silence, for 
not engaging with the problem and rupture (of historical knowledge, 
truth, or cultural values) that Auschwitz ultimately represents. The task 
would be to penetrate, despite recognition of its incomprehensibility, 
further and deeper into the abyss of the unsayable. For Adorno, this 
is the primary purpose of avant-garde art and critical theory, both of 
which would prefer to speak ‘the name of catastrophe’ only ‘in silence’ 
(‘Endgame’ 249) in order to resist discursive rationality’s appropriation, 
commodification and forgetting of humanity’s suffering. The subse-
quent chapters take Adorno’s critique of the post-Auschwitz culture 
industry (its positivism and instrumentalism) as a starting point for an 
analysis of selected examples of modern British drama.

Fredric Jameson notes that ‘we will miss the usefulness of Adorno’s 
diagnosis of positivism for us if we do not recognize that the tendencies 
he designated under that name have, if anything, intensified since his 
own death and remain now, in the virtual eclipse of his own philoso-
phy as well as of dialectical thinking generally, virtually hegemonic and 
unchallenged – which means that they look somewhat different’ (Late 
Marxism 89). This refers to Adorno’s critique of the affirmative and 
functional characteristics of modern society, which are different today 
only in the sense of being more intensified. In The Jargon of Authenticity 
(1964), Adorno challenges the meaning-, fact-, and impact-driven dis-
course of positivism that dominates modern economic, scientific and 
cultural developments. Specifically, he questions ‘the supposition of a 
meaning on the sole grounds that there must be one since otherwise 
one could not live: this supposition of a meaning as a lie’ (Metaphysics 
106). The problematisation of meaning – as a philosophical and ethical 
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consequence of the Holocaust – plays a central role in Adorno’s criticism 
of modern culture and has also shaped the aesthetics of the dramatic 
work that is under discussion in this present study. 

For Adorno, Western culture’s relentless commitment to positivism 
and empiricism has to be called into question in the face of the dam-
aged existing reality. Any forceful assertion of meaning over the mean-
ingless, as is expressed in the cheerful products of the culture industry, 
is dismissed as ideological and false. Emphatic cases in point are his 
reflections on the possibility of a survival or continuation of ‘culture’ 
in post-Auschwitz times. Adorno’s notorious statement that ‘to write 
poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’ (‘Kulturkritik und Gesellschaft’ 30) 
was no doubt a provocative judgement about ‘neutralised and admin-
istered’, creative cultural activity in times of ‘absolute reification’ (ibid. 
48, 49).1 However, this pessimistic perspective on modern art’s inability 
to resist the ideology of the culture industry stands side by side with 
Adorno’s attempts to construct art and the aesthetic experience as a 
counterpart to social reification and a refuge for damaged subjectiv-
ity. As Adorno suggests in Aesthetic Theory, art can provide us with an 
experience of reconciliation and happiness, which is, however, always 
deferred because it remains incompatible with existing reality. ‘Because 
all happiness found in the status quo is an ersatz and false, art must 
break its promise in order to stay true to it’ (AT 311). The artwork’s 
idea or semblance of reconciliation suggests the possibility of a dif-
ferent relation between subject and object; it opens the possibility for 
non-dominated nature (the object freed from the coercive hold of the 
subject) to express itself, but the appearance of this expression in the 
work of art is contradictory, enigmatic, inadequate and unreconciled. 
Art’s promise of a reconciliation of social contradictions, which reaches 
beyond the negativity of the social totality, is both affirmed and prob-
lematised in Adorno’s aesthetic theory. Whilst the artwork may appear 
as an autonomous refuge from the callous instrumentalisation of daily 
life, its (inevitable) objectification as a product of the culture industry 
denies art such autonomy. 

However, the mimetic impulse of art yields an aesthetic experience 
whereby the self assimilates itself to the other. Adorno understands 
mimesis not as a mere copying or imitation of an external reality. 
Rather, the mimetic impulse of art produces a non-conceptual affinity 
with nature, and this affinity with non-identity is akin to a biological, 
affective impulse – it invites the subject’s exposure to difference. Because 
‘[m]imesis ties art to individual human experience, which is the only 
experience of being-for-itself’ (AT 30, translation modified KG), Adorno 
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connects mimesis with art’s capacity for expression and semblance. On 
the level of expression, the artwork asserts its self-identity and paradoxi-
cal non-relationality; it produces the semblance of a being-in-itself and 
conveys a seductive self-certainty which provisionally releases art from 
the pressures of external domination. ‘Through expression art closes 
itself off to being-for-another, which always threatens to engulf it, and 
becomes eloquent in itself: This is art’s mimetic consummation. Its 
expression is the antithesis of expressing something’ (AT 112). Because 
art is different (apart) from the world, its relation to the world is indi-
rect, oblique and non-identical. The mimetic impulse of art enables the 
subject to encounter otherness (the non-identical in nature but also the 
somatic and sensuous ‘other’ of reason) and eventually manifests itself 
in the artwork’s language of expression. 

For Adorno, art’s struggle with expression (as evident in the reifica-
tion of this concept in the modernist movement of expressionism and 
in anti-expressionist schools such as constructivism) draws attention 
to art’s responses to historical experience – the experience of human 
suffering, in particular. Yet, what is at stake in our confrontation with 
suffering through aesthetic experience seems to be anathema in the 
discourse of the culture industry. For Adorno, art after Auschwitz must 
enable self-critique and engage with its own condition of impossibility 
by ‘turn[ing] against itself, in opposition to its own concept’ (AT 2). 
And what is Adorno’s dedicated attention to the question of art, 
which culminates in his unfinished Aesthetic Theory of 1969, if not 
the best possible disclaimer of his earlier judgement about poetry after 
Auschwitz? A more precisely articulated refutation of his challeng-
ing statement can be found in Negative Dialectics (1966): ‘Perennial 
suffering has as much right to expression as has the tortured victim 
to scream. For this reason it may have been wrong to say that after 
Auschwitz it is impossible to write poetry’ (ND 362). It seems that this 
need for expression is at once amplified and at the same time impeded 
by the development of modern society into a totalising apparatus of 
commerce and consumerism. 

The Frankfurt School’s critical assessment of the modern administered 
world (die verwaltete Welt) has not lost its relevance today. If anything, 
the positivist and pragmatist bureaucratisation of all spheres of life is 
intensifying and confirms the view of, as Fredric Jameson has put it, 
an ‘increasingly closed organization of the world into a seamless web 
of media technology, multinational corporations, and international 
bureaucratic control’ (Jameson in Adorno et al., Aesthetics and Politics 
208). For Adorno, two central effects of the instrumentalisation of 
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reason in modern culture are the reduction of difference to sameness 
(the reinforcement of the identity principle) and the devaluation of 
individual experience and expression.2 Yet, his provocative statement 
that ‘[a]ll post-Auschwitz culture, including its urgent critique, is gar-
bage’ (ND 367) does not simply suggest that society and culture are 
damaged in some irrecoverable way and that there is no way of freeing 
ourselves from the ‘universal guilt context’ (ND 372) of contemporary 
existence. Adorno’s project is situated on the fault line between the 
possibility and impossibility of socio-cultural resistance and transfor-
mation. Adorno never tires of returning his reader to the reality of the 
catastrophic course of the world and the individual’s precarious posi-
tion in it. Notably, the central theme of his aphoristic study Minima 
Moralia: Refl ections from Damaged Life (1951) is the notion of a damaged 
subjectivity whose expression in the performance of individual exist-
ence in late-capitalist society is equally problematic. Yet, especially in 
his aesthetic writings, he draws attention to the concepts of freedom, 
happiness, redemption and hope, which he discovers in art’s ability to 
evoke for us ‘the breaks that belie identity’ (ND 404). 

To speak (of) the unspeakable

Adorno dedicates considerable attention to the subject of suffering 
and death in the section on ‘Meditations of Metaphysics’ in Negative 
Dialectics. His discourse on death implies a critique of the administered 
society in which consciousness is reified, objectified and divorced 
from individual experience. He calls late-capitalist society a web of 
immanence which human beings are unable to transcend, and in 
which difference and otherness are reduced to sameness according to 
the metaphysical principle of identity and the economic principle of 
exchange. Even though Adorno defines the ego as ‘the self-preserving 
principle opposed to death’ (ND 370), he also points out that histori-
cal processes have led to the dominance of the self over the irrational 
(nature, myth, magic), which produced a hardened, self-sufficient, spir-
itualised notion of subjectivity. Contemporary society’s obsession with 
self-image, health and longevity heightens the spiritualisation of the 
subject even further and seeks to expel death from consciousness as well 
as experience. Yet, Adorno draws attention to the death-like qualities of 
life in modern society: ‘As the subjects live less, death grows more pre-
cipitous, more terrifying’ (ND 370). Our fear of death mirrors our own 
living death, our reified, predetermined existence in the administered 
society. In death we face our own image. Adorno’s warning that ‘since 
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Auschwitz, fearing death means fearing worse than death’ (ND 371) sug-
gests the weakening of death as a metaphysical, even redemptive idea. 

The question is now how to talk about this fear, this paradoxical self-
consciousness of death in the face of death. It connects to the question 
of how to represent that which is beyond the order of appearance; how 
to approach the unnameable, the unspeakable. The selected dramatic 
texts by Howard Barker, Edward Bond, David Rudkin, and Sarah Kane 
address this question in diverse and aesthetically challenging ways. In 
my view, they are the dramatists of a type of ‘negative’ theatre which 
is characterised by oblique references to political reality, history, catas-
trophe and the complexity of affective human relationships. Theirs is a 
theatre in which the ideas of the unspeakable and the incommensurable 
challenge the imagination and expose its audience to the crisis or ‘with-
ering of experience’ (MM 40) as has been theorised in Adorno’s writings 
on art, culture, philosophy and history. 

An appropriate philosophical and aesthetic anamnesis of the unspeak-
able would have to insist on taking catastrophic events such as the 
Holocaust as a conceptual model for practice; it would have to become 
conscious of its condition as a philosophy or art in terms of a mode 
of thinking and doing after Auschwitz. The deferred nature of such 
practice makes it self-critical, negative, restless and radical in its engage-
ment with the memory of the unnameable and inexpressible. Such a 
self-reflective ‘thinking against itself’ (ND 365) would be a dialectical 
thinking of that which escapes the force of the concept’s own logic of 
identification. It is a thinking that wrestles with paradox, contradiction 
and aporia in its embrace of the originary non-conceptual, heterogene-
ous and somatic moments of expression and thought. As Terry Eagleton 
has argued, Adorno’s aesthetic theory tries to ‘return thought to the 
body’ and redeem the ‘proto-materialist aspects’ of cognition from the 
domination of reason (Ideology of the Aesthetic 343, 357). In a culture in 
which the organisation of life is in the grip of the identity principle, 
Auschwitz continues to be a reminder of the threat of an absolute eradi-
cation of alterity.

Lyotard has theorised the problem of how to continue linguistic 
speculative discourse not only ‘after Auschwitz’ but also after Adorno’s 
critical responses to post-Auschwitz culture (Differend 86ff). Adorno’s 
statement that ‘[a]fter Auschwitz there is no word tinged from on high, 
not even a theological one, that has any right unless it underwent a 
transformation’ (ND 367) suggests not only the failure of traditional 
metaphysics in the face of ‘perennial suffering’ (ND 362) but also raises 



Prologue: ‘After Auschwitz’: Survival of the Aesthetic 7

the need for a transformed language with which to express the 
inexpressible. Lyotard opens the question whether ‘Western thought 
and life today dispute[s] speculative discourse’ (Differend 88) and 
he points out that for Adorno ‘Auschwitz’ is not only a name or 
a concept but a model which is not used to illustrate or explain a 
state of affairs. Rather, it is a model that exposes language to its limits, 
its silence: ‘The “Auschwitz” model would designate an “experience” of 
language that brings speculative discourse to a halt. The latter can no 
longer be pursued “after Auschwitz”’ (ibid.). The collapse of enlighten-
ment rationality into barbarism, which ‘Auschwitz’ signifies, puts our 
capacity for experience into question. 

George Steiner was also concerned with the loss of experience in 
modern society and saw the corruption of language in Nazi Germany 
mirrored in the clichéd, reduced language of the mass media (see 
Steiner, ‘Retreat’ in Language and Silence 45ff). However, his conservative 
culture-critical perspective (he rejected post-War abstract expressionism 
as an aesthetic movement which typifies the decay of language) is dia-
metrically opposed to Adorno’s positive evaluation of the avant-garde. 
Whilst Steiner critiques modernist abstract art for expressing a ‘sense 
of a death in language, of the failure of the word in the face of the 
inhuman’ (‘Silence and the Poet’ in ibid. 71), one of the central tenets 
of Adorno’s aesthetic theory is the idea that only when it establishes 
a mimetic relationship to empirical reality’s ‘nexus of guilt’ (AT 134) 
can modernist art ‘say what is more than the existing’ (AT 133). Using 
the work of Baudelaire, Poe and Beckett as examples, Adorno argues 
that art’s stance with regards to reification (the ‘principle of death’, 
AT 133) is paradoxical: ‘it achieves opposition only through identifica-
tion with that against which it remonstrates’ (ibid.). However, if an 
artwork attempts to lay a positive claim to this ‘more’ (the promise of 
reconciliation as suggested by art’s opposition to the actual), it becomes 
judgement, message, argument and loses its enigmatic character of an 
‘address’. As Alexander García Düttmann states:

Art is neither the result of a castigation, of a missed opportunity to 
change the world, nor the symptom of a resignation, of a disenchant-
ment with the world as it is. Both accounts measure it against factual-
ity and conflate an address with a judgement or with its semblance. 
They reduce the art-work to an attitude, a statement,  a message with 
substitutes for actual engagement. (‘Art’s Address’ in Schafhausen 
et al., Adorno: The Possibility of the Impossible 88–9)
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From crisis to critique

Auschwitz marks a series of crises: the crisis of Western thought (meta-
physics and epistemology), representation, meaning, experience, culture 
and ethics.3 The crisis of philosophy after Auschwitz has been identified 
and theorised by post-structuralist critics such as Foucault, Lyotard and 
Derrida, but a critique of the foundations of Western thinking in the 
light of the catastrophes of the twentieth century was already part of 
the self-reflective philosophical projects of Levinas, Arendt, Blanchot, 
Bataille and indeed Adorno.4 Adorno finds the cultural and epistemo-
logical crises most pertinently addressed in the avant-garde projects of 
aesthetic modernism (in Schönberg’s atonal music, Kafka’s novels, and 
Beckett’s theatre of silence, for example). A recognition of these crises 
may have caused Adorno’s theoretical project to develop into a critique 
of German idealism, especially of Hegel’s dialectics, which he criticises 
for its affirmative emphasis on a conceptual synthesis or sublation 
(Aufhebung) of difference. 

Adorno and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947) argues that 
the historical development of autonomous reason is both progressive 
and regressive. The authors critique the purportedly humanising and 
liberating power of rationalisation by drawing connections between rea-
son’s domination of external nature and the ensuing effects of repres-
sion and alienation on the level of subjectivity. The rationalisation of 
all aspects of human existence is dependent on a de-mystification of the 
world: on a rejection of reality’s irrational, mythical, spiritual and het-
erogeneous elements. In Adorno’s terms, instrumental rationality aims 
to control and repress the non-identical; that non-conceptual force of 
alterity which opposes the totalising drives of reason. Much influenced 
by Freudian theory, Adorno argues that such a repression of the non-
identical manifests itself in the increasing reification of human relations 
in a context of life which Hubert Zapf has termed the ‘abstract society’ 
(Das Drama 15ff). 

Adorno’s analysis of the totalising and abstracting mechanisms of 
rationality takes a further cue from his critique of modern theories of 
identity, especially Hegel’s notion of the absolute and unifying spirit 
(Geist). For Adorno, Hegel’s philosophy of identity is reifying because 
it does not do justice to the particular, the heterogeneous and non-
identical (non-conceptual) moments of thought. This set of arguments 
prepares the ground for Adorno’s defence of art and the aesthetic expe-
rience as an articulation and anamnesis of what remains irreconcilable 
within the enforced systematisation of conceptual thought. There are 
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other readings of Hegel, however, which emphasise the concept and 
movement of negation in his theory of dialectics. Jean-Luc Nancy, for 
example in Hegel, the Restlessness of the Negative, conceives of Hegelian 
subjectivity not as a totalising system but as a force of  restless move-
ment. The focus for Nancy is on the centrality of the negative in Hegel’s 
theory of the Absolute and the dialectical movement of identity con-
struction, which led to the definition of modernity as a ‘world of move-
ment, of transformation, of displacement, and of restlessness’ (Hegel 6). 
Adorno, too, is appreciative of the emphasis on conceptual movement 
in Hegel’s philosophy and indeed Hegelian notions of negativity are the 
starting point for many of his studies, including Minima Moralia. But for 
Adorno, the Hegelian project tends to sidestep the negative impulse of 
thought in favour of a reconciliation of conceptual differences and a 
subjection of the particular to the general principle, a reduction of the 
individual to the universal.

The traces of immanent contradiction in the Hegelian system pro-
vide a further reference point for Nancy’s elaborations on the continu-
ing relevance of ‘our history’ (the history of totalitarian ideologies in 
general and the Holocaust in particular) to the present and the future. 
In ‘Our History’ he argues that ideology denies thought its moments 
of self-reflexivity and contradiction, suppressing ‘a knowledge of its 
own movement’ (Nancy, ‘Our History’ 111). The collapse of human-
ism, which Auschwitz represents, signifies the liquidation of thought’s 
knowledge of itself as a process of thinking historicity and finitude. 
Totalitarian ideology ‘obliterate[s] the untotalisable finitude of mean-
ing, the excess of existence over every Subject’ (ibid.). Adorno’s critique 
of ideology as identity thinking is based on the same argument, empha-
sising the violence that is done to the non-identical, the moment of 
thought that resists totalisation, which he also calls the materialist or 
somatic element of thought. To argue with Nancy that Auschwitz rep-
resents not only a historical event but also an event in the history of 
philosophy is to broaden and deepen the significance of this event for a 
critique of our self-understanding as human beings, which must involve 
a deconstruction of the foundations and guiding principles of Western 
thought (logos, reason, progress). It may be a call to deliver the ‘excess 
of finite meaning’ (ibid. 105) inherent in our cultural, philosophical, 
and aesthetic practices from the lures of ideological subordination and 
pragmatist control. Auschwitz has ruptured the foundational discourse 
of Enlightenment humanism within Western thought. In The Spirit of 
Terrorism Jean Baudrillard speaks of the terrorist attack on the World 
Trade Centre in New York as a symbolic event that ‘represents a setback 
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for globalisation itself’ (3). He goes on to call it ‘the absolute event, the 
“mother” of all events, the pure event uniting within itself all the events 
that have never taken place’ (4). The similarities between Baudrillard’s 
response to terrorism and Adorno’s assessment of Auschwitz as a symbol 
for the destruction of Enlightenment and humanist values are worth 
pointing out. Both Baudrillard and Adorno take issue with the grow-
ing tendency toward homogenisation in the spheres of economics and 
culture. Baudrillard’s critique of globalisation is based on the premise 
that ‘[i]t was the system itself which created the objective conditions for 
this brutal retaliation’ (ibid. 9). According to this view, the hegemonic 
system produces immanent forces of destabilisation and creates the 
conditions for its own destruction. Adorno, too, considers Auschwitz as 
a symbol for the failure of the Enlightenment and draws attention to 
the inherently self-destructive nature of all totalised political and social 
systems. According to Adorno, Fascism’s inability to accept difference 
(be it racial, sexual, political or aesthetic), its paranoid compulsion to 
force the stamp of sameness onto every aspect of life, can be considered 
an extreme and perverse realisation of the Enlightenment impulse to 
master the world in the name of rational self-preservation and libera-
tion. Adorno sees this triumph of domination at work in the ‘culture 
industry’5 which manufactures standardised products and promotes an 
ideology of pseudo-individuality. 

Influenced by the Marxian critique of capitalist commodity produc-
tion and Georg Lukács’s theory of reification (whereby commodities – 
‘things’ – come to dominate human beings and human relations), 
Frankfurt School critical theory mounts a significant critique of the 
homogenisation of cultural practice and the standardisation and cur-
tailing of individual self-determination. Especially for Adorno, the 
questions of freedom and individual expression in the context of the 
consumer society were key concerns. The aims of critical theory have 
found a continuation in the work of poststructuralists such as Derrida, 
Lyotard and Baudrillard for whom the encounter with alterity poses 
important philosophical and moral challenges. When Baudrillard says 
that ‘terrorism is the act that restores an irreducible singularity to the 
heart of a system of generalised exchange’ and that ‘all the singularities 
[. . .] are taking revenge today through this terroristic situational transfer’ 
(Baudrillard, Spirit 9), he implies that what terrorism forces upon us is 
an anamnesis of the other and a remembrance of the past. For Adorno, a 
reluctance to accept alterity may partly be rooted in the very structure of 
thinking, in the work of cognition, for conceptual practice implies the 
subsumption of particular, individual objects or events under general 
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ideas and categories. This form of identifying thought (Adorno calls it 
instrumental reason or identity thinking) is unavoidable but needs to be 
resisted and challenged in order to do justice to the non-identical other. 
Terrorist attacks on representative institutions and nations of ‘global 
power’ symbolise the revenge of the silenced other(s) – their attack 
on the system is an attack of the system on itself, an assault on the 
structures of repression led by repressed, unacknowledged singularities. 
They also symbolise a reappearance of the past in our present; we are 
again confronted with ‘our history’ (Nancy) and a consciousness of our 
ongoing failure to learn lessons from the past. Auschwitz, which sym-
bolises the ultimate rupture of Western culture and according to Adorno 
has paralysed metaphysical thought, insists on being remembered. Its 
anamnesis responds to the fate of the singular in its relationship to an 
excess of power, which constantly seeks to repress its non-identical ori-
gins. For Adorno, art may offer us particular expressions of non-identity 
which are, however, always at risk of being integrated into the status 
quo of the administered empirical world. Even if they take the form of 
aesthetic objects such as paintings or sculptures, artworks are first and 
foremost characterised by a powerful ‘processual quality’ (AT 176), a 
temporality which transforms the meaning of objects in the very pro-
cess of being experienced. Importantly, as a ‘process of becoming’ (ibid.) 
the artwork opposes its reduction to the ‘category of property’ (AT 177). 
This enactment of art’s constitutive temporality and ephemerality in 
the moment of encounter is emphasised in the performing arts, espe-
cially in music (to which Adorno was dedicated throughout his life), 
and in theatre. The time-based and transient character of these art forms 
can usefully be conceptualised by drawing on the notion of the event. 

Structuralist discourse proposed the event as a site of the unthinkable, 
impossible and irrational, one that is opposed to a signifying structure 
and has no bearing on it. According to Foucault, this was done in an 
‘effort to evacuate the event, not only from ethnology but from a whole 
series of other sciences and in the extreme case from history’ (Foucault, 
‘Truth and Power’ 55, 56). Poststructuralist efforts, significantly influ-
enced by Adorno, to revive the significance of the event can largely 
be considered as an extension of the identification of the event as an 
‘impossible’ force, but one that has a distinct impact on the structures 
in opposition to which it emerges. Derrida, for example, speaks of the 
event as the rupture or break of a situation and considers structuralism 
itself as a movement (and event) which ruptured the history of Western 
philosophy by allowing philosophical thought to reflect on itself as a 
structure (see Writing and Difference). Lyotard is also concerned with 
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the destabilising effects of the event on the structure (capitalist total-
ity) itself and he considers it as an excessive energy which is capable of 
channelling forces. ‘One could call an event the impact, on the system, 
of floods of energy such that the system does not manage to bind and 
channel this energy; the event would be the traumatic encounter of 
energy with the regulating institution’ (‘March 22’ in Political Writings 
64). In Badiou’s ontological argument, too, the event ruptures being 
and has an exceptional status (see Being and Event). 

It is this conception of the event as a force that impacts on the system, 
and which the system is struggling to comprehend (to ‘bind’ or ‘chan-
nel’), which Adorno seems to address in his dialectical consideration of 
the possibility (and impossibility) of art in modern culture. The political, 
ethical and moral questions arising from the event named Auschwitz are 
precisely how to comprehend that which resists comprehension, how to 
know that which escapes knowledge, and how to express the inexpress-
ible. Possible answers to this set of questions lie in the open-ended pur-
suits of negative expression in art and negative dialectics in philosophy, 
both of which characterise Adorno’s distinctive form of critical theory. 
Authentic works of art, in Adorno’s view, refuse to be readily subsumed 
within the systems of exchange, communication, and representation. 
Every artwork should insist on its radical status as an event, an ambigu-
ous concentration of energy, a force which, precisely because it remains 
outside the system, poses an immanent challenge to it.6 

Lyotard’s definition of the event as a force that resists the processes 
of signification within a system is similar to Derrida’s critique of the 
structuralist project in his article ‘Force and Signification’ (in Writing 
and Difference). Lyotard’s statement that ‘there is a dimension of force 
that escapes the logic of the signifier: an excess of energy that symbolic 
exchange can never regulate’ (Political Writings 64) echoes Derrida’s 
exploration of the possibility of a loss of centre within the structure, 
which opens up the destabilising dimension of play and chance (the 
dance of signifiers, the sliding of the signified, the impossibility to 
fix meaning). Lyotard transports this poststructuralist notion of the 
event into the context of his critique of the hegemonic system called 
capitalism where the disruptive force of the event takes on a political 
significance. The refusal of the event to bear meaning within the eco-
nomic/political system constitutes an attack on the system as a totality 
in which the value and meaning of subjects and objects are dependent 
on their exchangeability. Similarly, for Adorno the radical artwork has 
an event-like character, which implies a resistance to the principles 
of equivalence and exchange that shape modern commodity culture. 
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However, art’s status remains semi-autonomous and the consciousness 
of freedom which it expresses remains illusory because ‘as a product of 
the social labor [sic] of spirit, art is always implicitly a fait social’ (AT 225), 
hence also subject to the forces of reification and instrumentalisation.

Towards an aesthetics of non-identity

Adorno’s concerns with the possibility of philosophy and art ‘after 
Auschwitz’ centre on his re-conceptualisation of experience and expres-
sion as fundamentally problematic categories in modern philosophical 
discourse. Adorno argues that the totalitarian tendency towards a sys-
temic homogenisation of difference in modern society exposes indi-
vidual experience as an idealistic and ideological category of power. An 
autonomous, unregimented experience of difference is not possible in 
a system that strives for totality and unity. The more unreconciled and 
contradictory the system, the more compulsory become the tenden-
cies to prescribe and fashion individual and collective experiences. The 
experience of damage and suffering, which Adorno considers as pre-
vailing yet ideologically obscured in modern ‘post-Auschwitz’ culture, 
informs the potential for all forms of liberated expression. Philosophical 
as well as aesthetic expression are scarred, and it is only through the 
labour of self-reflexive consciousness and the search for remnants of 
metaphysical experience in art that such damage and suffering might 
be given a voice. Adorno’s critique of the reified structures of conscious-
ness which have developed in the spirit of Enlightenment does not seek 
to eradicate the categories of subjectivity and identity from philosophi-
cal or aesthetic discourse. Rather, his version of Marxist identity critique 
aims to ensure that the principle of identity itself ‘undergoes a qualita-
tive change’ (ND 149). This change is suggested by the introduction of 
Adorno’s notion of ‘negative dialectics’ – a form of dialectical thinking 
that embraces the principal work of contradiction in dialectical thought 
but which resists the Hegelian compulsion towards conceptual recon-
ciliation and resolution (the sublation of difference in a new and supe-
rior category of identity). The implied ethical dimension of Adorno’s 
negative dialectics revolves around the question of how it is possible to 
salvage non-identity in its myriad forms and expressions, which would 
amount to a search for non-coercive relations between people and their 
relationships to the natural world.

This concern with the non-identical is different from a mere surface 
celebration of difference or anti-expressivity, which are characteristic 
of certain trends in post-modernity. In his essay ‘Adorno as the Devil’, 
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for example, Lyotard argues that Adorno’s Marxist social and aesthetic 
criticism, according to which society is interpreted as a system of 
‘alienation’ and art as society’s ‘martyred witness’, fails to comprehend 
the changed nature of (post)modern capitalism which today is ‘more 
energetic, more cynical, less tragic’ (Lyotard, ‘Adorno as the Devil’ 128). 
Lyotard considers the ‘libidinal energy’ that pervades late capitalism to 
be an ‘affirmative operation’ (ibid. 130) of anti-expressive desire, one 
which removes the subject from her intentions and according to which 
‘everything has value through relation, [. . .] in so far as it is exchange-
able’ (ibid. 131). Adorno, on the other hand, criticises the fetishisation 
of exchange value in commodity culture and notices the objectifying 
effects of inter-changeability and standardisation on the modern sub-
ject – a ‘tragic’ subject who is in need of art as the expression of their 
own alienated and unreconciled condition. Society understood as a 
libidinal economy, in Lyotard’s view, renounces the ‘tragedy’ of dia-
lectical thought as an outdated ‘theology’, but I believe this is due to a 
mistaken understanding of the dialectical nature of Adorno’s theory of 
expression. Like Lyotard (and Deleuze, for that matter) Adorno rejects 
the view that expression in art and philosophy is the direct demonstra-
tion of an ego’s conscious intentions, yet at the same time he is scepti-
cal of the modern ‘allergy to expression’ which threatens to ‘become 
the mouthpiece of reified consciousness’ (AT 117). What Adorno calls 
the ‘speechless, expressionless expression’ (ibid.) of authentic art per-
forms a contradictory, dialectical movement between expression and 
non-expression, which simultaneously presents and denounces the 
disappearance of the self. As Adorno maintains, ‘[i]f the subject is no 
longer able to speak directly, then at least it should – in accord with a 
modernism that has not pledged itself to absolute construction – speak 
through things, through their alienated and mutilated form’ (AT 118).

There are, however, more productive points of contact between 
Adorno and Lyotard, revolving around both philosophers’ critiques 
of totalising systems of thought and the philosophical and ethical 
lessons to be learnt from the Holocaust. Stephen David Ross’s arti-
cle ‘Lyotard and Disaster: Forgetting the Good’ develops the ethical 
necessity of remembering the impossible historical event Auschwitz: 
‘In bearing witness to any extermination, perhaps we bear witness 
to others, including the disaster of development’ (Ross, ‘Lyotard and 
Disaster’ 294). Here, a critique of the Holocaust implies a critique of the 
European Enlightenment project of mastery and domination. Lyotard 
advances in an Adornian spirit by establishing connections between 
cultural/epistemological progress and destruction. Lyotard argues that 
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remembering the Holocaust means remembering heterogeneity, the 
‘infi nity of heterogeneous fi nalities’ (Lyotard quoted in Ross 288). Lyotard’s 
post-modern critique of totality, which seeks to rescue the heterogene-
ous, the name of the singular that is threatened to be underminded in 
the culture industry, wants to be a witness to the unrepresentable which 
in art is captured as the sublime. Aesthetic experience for Lyotard (as 
for Adorno) is a liberating process that respects the non-identical which 
appears in the form of the true event, that which cannot be explained 
rationally or mastered intellectually. Lyotard and Baudrillard share a 
profound scepticism about the contemporary world’s development 
toward uniformity and a globalisation of Western economic, cultural 
and political values. But already Adorno, in his critical assessment of 
post-war modern culture in the 1950s and 1960s, registered the grow-
ing tendency towards a ‘destruction of non-identity,’ which threatens to 
develop into a condition of ‘[a]bsolute negativity’ (ND 362), culturally 
and ethically. Adorno’s pessimistic, almost tragic views on the develop-
ment of post-Auschwitz culture receive their most emphatic and haunt-
ing articulations in the section entitled ‘Mediations on Metaphysics’ in 
Negative Dialectics and in his Minima Moralia: Refl ections from Damaged 
Life. In the former text he proposes that the transformation of cognition 
that Auschwitz has imposed on us can be understood as a materialistic 
metaphysics which ‘immigrates into micrology’ (ND 407) where it finds 
its truth in the ‘bodily sensation’ (ND 365) of our immanent encounter 
with the other. The persistence of human suffering is thus an indica-
tor of the need for the expression of suffering through artistic activity 
and aesthetic experience. For Adorno, artworks are expressions of non-
identity when they encourage a ‘lingering with the particular’ (MM 77) 
and yield a lived experience [Erlebnis], such as an experience of incom-
mensurability or ‘the capacity to shudder’ (AT 331).

Adorno’s lifelong theoretical and practical interests in art (he studied 
piano composition under Alban Berg in Vienna in the mid-1920s) were 
of great significance to his post-metaphysical project. Terry Eagleton 
has argued that Adorno’s theory of subjectivity, which understands the 
self as the product of emancipation as well as of repression, leads him 
to a conceptual aporia which cannot be resolved by thought alone but 
points towards the aesthetic (see Ideology of the Aesthetic). To Adorno, 
the relations between emancipation and repression, autonomy and 
subjugation, freedom and violence, which the individual enters into in 
search for self-definition, are on the one hand of a historical nature. But 
his insight into the dialectical relationship between reason and myth, 
the logical and the irrational, opens the debate about the violence that 
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lies at the heart of subject formation and thinking as such. The search for 
self-identity depends on the successful overcoming of whatever could 
pose a threat to personal freedom and autonomy. Because these pro-
cesses of self-formation are largely of a conceptual nature, Adorno cre-
ates a correlation between self and concept. The subjective- conceptual 
drive tends to undermine the object (nature, materiality, the body as the 
locus of heterogeneous and non-identical forces). In Freudian terms one 
would speak of sublimation – but this process of conceptual domination 
is never complete and fails to satisfy. Consequently, as Eagleton notes, 
‘for Adorno, the self is rent by an internal fissure, and the name for the 
experience of it is suffering’ (Ideology of the Aesthetic 348). The self suffers 
as a result of its inability to achieve autonomy and freedom; hence, the 
notion of subjective freedom bears the traces of the dialectical tension 
between self-definition and self-denial. The self, according to Adorno 
but also in post-Freudian theory, is burdened by a consciousness of 
lack and separation – the link between the ego and his or her material 
world is severed, and the compulsive repression of natural instincts 
engenders a longing for a return to a ‘natural’, unspoilt, pure state of 
existence. Adorno is aware of this conflict at the heart of the develop-
ment of subjectivity and argues that traditional philosophy does not 
offer any solutions to this paradox. What is needed is a different kind 
of theory which enables the critic to think without doing violence to 
that which remains outside of thought. The Adornian aesthetic project 
proposes such a way of reflecting on an objective reality with minimal 
conceptual subjugation of the other. As Eagleton puts it, ‘Adorno’s solu-
tion to this riddle is the aesthetic’ (Ideology of the Aesthetic 348) because 
in art the non-identical finds expression. The contingent, particular and 
heterogeneous moments of thought, which in the standardised social 
totality are forcefully reconciled, manifest themselves aesthetically as 
forms of contradiction and tension. 

In Adorno’s meditations on the problem of Auschwitz art plays a 
central role because it is in art – in its expressive dimension – that social 
content is formally mediated, transformed and reflected back to the 
world in a new light. The task of post-Auschwitz art and culture would 
be to recover a sensibility of subjective freedom from the ruins of a 
damaged civilisation, without forgetting that a consciousness of free-
dom ‘after Auschwitz’ must be a consciousness of incommensurability 
and suffering. This may be achieved, according to Adorno, if attention 
is paid to the immanent lawfulness of aesthetic material, to the com-
position of art’s formal elements, rather than a reliance on the notion 
of subjective intention as a primary factor in the construction of art. 
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For this reason, Adorno’s aesthetics has been called ‘objective’ – it ‘grant[s] 
priority to the object’ and is not ‘subject-centred’,  i.e. it is not ‘an aes-
thetics that beg[ins] with subjective experience’ (Graw ‘Adorno is among 
us’ 16). However, it can be argued that precisely when priority is given to 
the object, that is, when the aesthetic material is constructed in a manner 
which ‘conform[s] to the mimetic impulses without planning’ (AT 44), 
an alternative concept of subjectivity finds expression. For Adorno, art 
can be a refuge for a non-coercive relationship between subjectivity and 
objectivity when the experience of art is understood as a mimetic process 
that encourages an affinity between the self and its non-identical internal 
and external other. In his writings about art, especially in Aesthetic Theory, 
Adorno’s critique of metaphysical identity thinking combines with the 
idea of aesthetic comportment as a process and experience that gives 
primacy to the object. The artwork’s mimetic, non-violent assimilation 
to the other (the non-identical) makes possible an experience of what 
remains impossible on the level of empirical social and political reality. In 
other words, for Adorno artworks denote what Lambert Zuidervaart has 
described as an ‘objectification of transformative hope’ (Social Philosophy 
70) – a promise for a transformed and reconciled existence, which is 
momentarily captured in the artwork or object, but which remains elu-
sive. ‘Art is the ever broken promise of happiness’ (AT 136).

However, any suggestion that the aesthetic can be a straightforward 
solution to the problem of reified subjectivity in the development of 
Western culture is problematic and ideological because, as Adorno 
was aware, art is of course not immune from the pressures of reifica-
tion and commodification in today’s culture industry. How can art, 
the product of social and historical conditions (a fait social) resist and 
transcend the context of its  creation and existence? Adorno proposes 
aesthetic form as an answer to this crucial question of resistance, 
because the formal characteristics of a work of art are an expression of 
art’s inherent autonomy from the social sphere; form is understood as 
the embodiment of art’s negation of empirical reality. It is this struc-
tural and qualitative difference of art from nature and from the social 
totality, which for Adorno produces a semblance of freedom from 
the constraints and limitations that are forced upon human activ-
ity by late-capitalist society. However, the appearance of freedom is 
informed by, and takes account of, art’s own locatedness, its specific 
historical and social condition. Art, in Adorno’s Marxist-materialist 
view, is a form of immanent critique and determinate negation because it 
is informed by, and draws from, that which it reacts against. As both 
social fact (fait social) and autonomous entity, art seeks to transcend ‘the 
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terms of the empirical world [. . .] though they alone give [it] the chance 
of transcending’ (ND 374).

The anamnesis of human violence and suffering returns us to the 
problematic of the body and its plea for expression, as suggested by 
Adorno’s statement that ‘[p]erennial suffering has as much right to 
expression as a tortured man has to scream; hence it may have been 
wrong to say that after Auschwitz you could no longer write poems’ 
(ND 362). The dramatists discussed in this study have engaged, in their 
own distinguishing ways, with the contradictions of history, war, love, 
personal and collective experience. Read in the context of Adornian 
thought, their theatrical projects propose and explore an array of 
responses to the cultural conditions ‘after Auschwitz’. They are theatres 
of negation in the sense that they reject conventional theatrical forms 
(such as naturalism and social or domestic realism) and contest the 
objectives of the culture industry by employing incommensurability 
and contradiction as structural principles. Most importantly, these 
projects are political in Adorno’s sense: they enable the dramatic text 
to appear as an autonomous response to the instrumental and identi-
tarian logic of consumerist society, thereby offering aesthetic theatri-
cal experiences that repudiate the ‘forced reconciliations’ of socially 
committed art.7

It is worth emphasising again that Adorno’s pessimistic perception 
of culture in post-Auschwitz society centres on his diagnosis of a late-
capitalist spiritual malaise, which he elaborates in his culture-critical 
writings. Artistic production in a climate of positivist thinking becomes, 
as Lyotard would later describe it, subject to the rules of a ‘cost-benefit 
(input/output) ratio’ (‘Svelte Appendix’ in Political Writings 25) that 
informs economic and cultural life. Works of art become exchange-
able objects on a market (named ‘culture’), which also standardises 
our responses to them.8 In the context of my discussion of the work of 
dramatists Edward Bond and Howard Barker, I consider their different 
ways of responding to the reification of cultural consciousness in late 
twentieth and early twenty-first century society, bearing in mind their 
conceptions of theatre’s relationship to the unresolved (or unresolvable) 
conflicts of history. Both dramatists have voiced their criticisms of mod-
ern culture in various non-fictional texts (Barker in his Arguments for a 
Theatre; Bond in letters, essays and various introductions to his plays) 
and their critical assessments of the contradictions of late-capitalist soci-
ety and culture are also evident in their theatrical work. The different 
aesthetic treatments of such culture-critical themes become apparent at 
closer analysis of dramatic texts and with reference to the dramatists’ 
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self-reflective writings on their own practice. It will transpire that 
Bond’s socialist commitment to the essentially humanising effects of art 
is opposed to Barker’s concept of art as an autonomous sphere which 
resists the constraints of conventional morality. Bond’s position and 
practice as a dramatist are shaped by his dialectical-materialist world-
view, whereas Barker’s project offers aesthetic speculations on life which 
do not transmit any overtly political, social or humanitarian messages. 
Both dramatists, however, continue Adorno’s discourse of the negative 
imprint of the social in the work of art, and their dramatisations of pre-
carious subjectivity in post-catastrophic scenarios offer new perspectives 
on Adorno’s critique of Enlightenment rationality.

The Enlightenment sought to suspend the obscure forces of mythic 
and uncontrolled instinct by applying the laws of reason to all aspects 
of human life and experience. However, as Adorno and Horkheimer 
show in Dialectic of Enlightenment, the development of human reason is 
interconnected with the will to domination, destruction and violence, 
as revealed in the subject’s impassioned subordination of the unknown. 
The reversal of enlightenment rationality into myth is explained as 
the effect of subjectivity’s desire for freedom, which puts into place 
rigid power structures that demand self-sacrifice in the name of self- 
preservation (as suggested in the adventures of Odysseus). A develop-
ment which aimed to be emancipatory and egalitarian has revealed its 
self-destructive, regressive and ‘barbaric’ essence. Historically, it contin-
ues to manifest itself in the human catastrophes which bring us face 
to face with the limits of reason, desire and experience. Such ideas and 
concerns are central to the work of David Rudkin whose drama presents 
subjective experience as shaped by a dialectic of enlightenment which 
shows the intertwinement of emancipation and domination, progress 
and regression, logos and pathos. Characteristically, in Rudkin’s drama 
the tensions between self-preservation and self-sacrifice are informed by 
psychoanalytic theories of the divided self (Freud, Lang) and Jungian 
approaches to the transformative power of psychic life. A continuation 
of Adorno’s interest in formal experimentation and aesthetic structures 
which, as Max Paddison has stated, ‘can admit chaos, fragmentation 
and meaninglessness’ (‘Review Article’ 358), is most radically pursued 
in the abstract dramatic writings of the late Sarah Kane. In the spirit of 
Adorno’s definition of avant-garde art as determinate negation, autono-
mous aesthetic form provides a critical response to (administered) 
social reality precisely by shutting itself off from reality’s utilitarian 
concerns whilst also responding mimetically to them. In Kane’s drama, 
the experimentations with aesthetic abstraction gain a socio-political 
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import if one interprets them as an ‘allegorical reaction to a world that 
ha[s] become abstract’ (AT 22). 

The challenges to aesthetic form, meaning, human experience 
and expression, which are performed in the theatrical projects under 
consideration in this study, bear the marks of the one artist whose 
work Adorno considered to be the most ‘authentic’ and autonomous 
response to the hegemonic system of late capitalism: Samuel Beckett, 
to whom the Aesthetic Theory was to be dedicated. For Adorno, Beckett’s 
body of work is an example of aesthetic negativity which reveals the 
antinomy that exists in the relationship between the autonomous 
artwork and the regressive social totality. Beckett’s work is anti-idealist 
in its refusal to communicate transparent meaning, yet the idea of 
redemption is evoked through formal fragmentation and an aesthetics 
of failure. As Adorno maintains, in Beckett’s drama ‘[c]onsciousness gets 
ready to look its own end in the eye, as though it wanted to survive it’ 
(‘Endgame’ 275). 

Adorno’s inaugural lecture at the University of Frankfurt in 1931 
was called ‘The Actuality of Philosophy’ and it contained many of the 
central concepts that were to be developed in his later work. It engages 
with the crisis of idealism and argues that modern philosophy can no 
longer claim to make sense of the totality of experience and being. 
The failure of totalising philosophical projects gives way to a notion of 
philosophy as interpretation and, following Walter Benjamin, as a form 
of ‘riddle-solving’ (Adorno, ‘Actuality of Philosophy’ 31). As part of the 
riddle-solving process of philosophical thought the various elements of 
perception are brought into constantly changing constellations. Adorno 
states that philosophy ‘must proceed interpretively without ever pos-
sessing a sure key to interpretation; nothing more is given to it than 
fleeting, disappearing traces within the riddle figures of that which 
exists and their astonishing entwinings’ (ibid.). Reminiscent of the 
ephemeral images presented in the theatre and the transient moments 
of appearance and presence that are part of aesthetic experience, inter-
pretive philosophy aims to illuminate the real without fixing it but in 
order to show its composition as a constellation of material elements. 
Hence, Adorno’s philosophy understands itself primarily as a ‘think-
ing of materialism’ (32), as a ‘thinking which aims at relations with 
the object, and not at validity isolated in itself’ (37). Adorno calls this 
materialist thinking an ‘exact fantasy’ (37), a form of non-conceptual 
and non-totalising aesthetic experience which results from the precise 
configuration (constellation) of material elements. Aesthetic interpreta-
tion understood in terms of exact fantasy gives primacy to the object 
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and proposes a different model of subjectivity: one that is no longer 
(as in idealism) synonymous with autonomous reason, but a non-iden-
tical (internally conflicted and contradictory) subject position which is 
produced (performed, configured, composed) in the process of aesthetic 
experience. 

Adorno’s philosophy of art acknowledges that the idealist ghost of 
spirit (Geist) lives on in the art work as appearance (semblance, Schein), 
and even though Geist ‘is indeed not capable of producing or grasping 
the totality of the real, [. . .] it may be possible to penetrate the detail, 
to explode in miniature the mass of merely existing reality’ (‘Actuality 
of Philosophy’ 38). The aim of Adorno’s interpretative and constellatory 
philosophical approach to art seems to be a dialectical retrieval of the 
promise of particularity and non-identity contained within aesthetic 
expression and experience. Similarly, the aim of this present study is to 
bring my interpretations of dramatic works into dialogue with Adornian 
ideas by exploring the particular expressive configurations of language, 
image, rhythm, form and content.

Expression in art, for Adorno, is not understood as a wilful affirma-
tion of the subjective ego or agency; rather, the relation between art 
and expression is conceived along Hegelian lines as an expression of 
the human experience of needs and suffering. The primacy of aesthetic 
experience is connected to our sensing of a ‘primacy of the other’ in 
our encounter with the work and event of art. This encounter with 
the non-identical other in and through art points to a suspension of 
rational concepts and may initiate a process of release from the pres-
sures of self-preservation which modernity perpetuates. However, for 
Adorno this aesthetic sense of liberation from enlightenment rational-
ity cannot claim to be a simple reconciliation of historical and empiri-
cal tensions and it cannot be actualised on the level of art. Whilst any 
sustainable immediate (unmediated) access to the other remains an 
impossibility, aesthetic engagement nevertheless contains the possibil-
ity of such momentary and fleeting actualisation of immediacy and 
freedom – a possibility which the artwork, by inviting a philosophical 
response, upholds precisely by offering a semblance of reconciliation 
that does not exist in reality. Adorno’s definition of aesthetic experi-
ence or ‘aesthetic comportment’ (AT 331) carries distinctly expressionist 
connotations: 

Ultimately, aesthetic comportment is to be defined as the capacity to 
shudder, as if goose bumps were the first aesthetic image. What later 
came to be called subjectivity, freeing itself from the blind anxiety 
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of the shudder, is at the same time the shudder’s own development; 
life in the subject is nothing but what shudders, the reaction to the 
total spell that transcends the spell. (AT 331) 

The examples of dramatic theatre discussed in this book pursue the 
expressions of this shudder and may be considered as examples of thea-
tre at the moment of metaphysic’s fall. Metaphysics, here, immigrates 
into the composition of language, the form of the dramatic text, the 
theatrical gesture, the movement of the body in space, the sound and 
silence of speech. 

The modernist practice of self-reflexivity and the Adornian notion of 
non-identity (modelled on the Hegelian principle of the negative) have 
de-centred the subject without calling for its dissolution in modes of 
self-less subjugation to external power structures. Adorno’s project and 
the new expressionist drama under discussion in this study operate as 
critical and aesthetic models of resistance to the social, political and 
cultural processes of homogeneity and standardisation in globalised 
capitalism. For Adorno any aesthetic or philosophical gesture towards 
an escape from the reality of the ‘perennial unfreedom of the whole’ 
(AT 1) will need to incorporate a consciousness of destruction and suf-
fering in the very fabric of its claims. The dramatic work of the theatre 
makers under discussion here suggests complex responses to histori-
cal and imaginary reality which do not resort to discursive or repre-
sentational treatments of thematic materials. They respond to social 
domination not by expressing messages or making instrumentalising 
statements, but by foregrounding the transformational energy of com-
plex, irreconcilable human experience on the borderline between lan-
guage and silence, in extremity. ‘Through expression’, Adorno states, ‘art 
closes itself off to being-for-another, which always threatens to engulf it, 
and becomes eloquent in itself: This is art’s mimetic consummation. Its 
expression is the antithesis of expressing something’ (AT 112).

The problem of expression, which haunts the work presented in this 
book, reaches its apex in Beckett’s dramatisation of the domination of 
internal and external nature (the dialectic of enlightenment), which 
draws near the speechless and the expressionless. ‘Authentic art knows 
the expression of the expressionless, a kind of weeping without tears’ 
(AT 117), Adorno claims. In the post-Beckettian projects of Barker, 
Bond, Rudkin and Kane expression endures with a passion for the 
incommensurable and a longing for that which does not yet exist. In 
these plays the self is not presented as whole or unified; rather, their 
work invites a philosophical response which, in my case, engages with 
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poststructuralist theories of subjectivity that have been prefigured in the 
work of Adorno. The body of works under investigation here engages 
and extends the theoretical discourse of non-identity in performative, 
theatrical and dramatic terms. In these works the vanishing of the sub-
ject amidst the ruling totality of the administered world is supplemented 
by a different kind of expressive subjective ‘vanishing’ in the creative 
process and in aesthetic experience, namely an aesthetic disorientation 
of the self, which responds to the artwork’s promise of particularity and 
unrepeatability. Passion, desire, instinct and Adorno’s favourite concept 
of ‘shudder’ emerge as central ideas in the delineation of the dramatists’ 
non-representational aesthetics – their characteristic distance from the 
conventions of naturalism and social realism. Empirical and historical 
realities are not mimetically represented in socially, morally or politi-
cally engaged terms; they are referred to obliquely, challenged with 
ardent gestures of defiance and transgression, or, as in Beckett’s work, 
confronted with a frail yet momentous passion for meaninglessness.
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Wo aber Gefahr ist, wächst 
Das Rettende auch. 

But where danger is, grows 
The saving power also.

(Friedrich Hölderlin, Patmos, 1802)

Adorno’s reservations about existentialist philosophy become apparent 
in his interpretation of Samuel Beckett’s oeuvre which radically emp-
ties human action and language of positive social value and articulates 
modern human existence as an ‘outrage’ (Adorno, ‘Endgame’ 251). He 
finds an intriguing evocation of post-Auschwitz culture in Beckett’s 
stage plays, such as Endgame (1957), where pain and suffering are 
translated into a theatrical aesthetics of tragic-comic failure and inex-
pressibility. Beckett’s bleak stage worlds are expressive of a damaged 
subjectivity and an absence of social meaning, which evokes a sense 
of ‘permanent catastrophe’ (ibid.). The notion of catastrophe is also 
tangible in the formally more radical Not I (1972) in which a speaker 
(‘mouth’) recounts her experience of being shocked into speech and 
life in an obscure and indeterminate environment. However, despite 
their attempts to ‘live on’ in a catastrophic world, Beckett’s characters 
are un-tragic in the sense that they do not assume the grand gestures 
of self-affirmation or zealous resistance to adversity that would be 
expected in conventional tragic drama; they do not meet death in 
heroic fashion; they are dying on in a static, grey world. As Eagleton has 
observed, ‘[d]eath would be far too grand, definitive an occurrence for 
these eviscerated figures to cope with. Even suicide requires more sense 
of identity than they are capable of mustering. Beckett’s characters thus 

1
Adorno and Beckett: from the 
Crisis of Schein to the Fidelity 
to Failure
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have all the unkillability of comic protagonists [. . .]. They are not even 
up to tragic status, which would at least be some kind of recompense’ 
(Eagleton, ‘Political Beckett?’ 73). 

However, Adorno’s view that art is ‘something that has escaped from 
reality and is nevertheless permeated with it’ (‘Is Art Lighthearted?’ 
249) suggests that art – both fait social and pointing beyond its origins 
in social reality – is an embodiment of tension and contradiction. If, as 
Adorno suggests, Endgame troubles the Enlightenment belief in an abso-
lute and substantial individuality (the faith in autonomous selfhood 
and agency) by revealing the individual to be a ‘historical category’ and 
‘outcome of the capitalist process of alienation’, it nevertheless (or pre-
cisely for this reason) also posits the idea of individual experience as a 
‘defiant protest against’ the context of alienation which threatens to jet-
tison the notion of the self (‘Endgame’ 249). The apparent lack of drama 
and tragedy in Beckett’s work may be considered a result of this work’s 
status as catastrophic theatre – a theatre which does not annul the idea 
of self but embodies (in its form) the catastrophe of modern culture.

Adorno’s interpretation of Beckett addresses some of the major 
aspects of his aesthetic theory, for example the interrelationship 
between art and society, and the relevance of autonomy, commitment 
and authenticity for an understanding of the art work’s potential for 
social criticism. Adorno’s view that Beckett’s work puts meaning on 
trial raises aesthetic and philosophical questions that remain of interest 
to British drama, especially in the examples chosen for analysis in this 
study. Before turning to Adorno’s readings of Beckett, the following sec-
tion will consider the role of aesthetic form in Adorno’s treatment and 
conceptualisation of art in general and in his interpretation of Beckett 
in particular. This is not to suggest that there exists an unequivocal, 
unproblematic relationship between the concept of art and the concrete 
moments of its realisation in the forms of each individual artwork. 
Nevertheless, in his discussions of art Adorno seems to be focussing a 
great deal on its formal aspects, on technique and material configura-
tion, but he does not generalise the moment of aesthetic construction. 
He is certainly aware of the attempts of early modernist art to elevate 
the principle of form to a new ideal which gave rise to the dominance 
of aesthetic nominalism within modernist aesthetics. 

The nominalist desire to foreground the particular and individual 
moments of art, as opposed to its universal principles of organisation 
and conceptualisation, is generally understood as a reaction to the 
notion of aesthetic appearance or semblance (Schein). Accordingly, 
nominalism is a critique of spirit (Geist), understood by Adorno as a 
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subjective and objective category. His engagement with nominalism is a 
good example of the ways in which Adorno’s aesthetic theory intersects 
with his post-metaphysical philosophical project1 because the point of 
departure for both critical processes is a revaluation of traditional ideal-
ist approaches to subjectivity, human agency and consciousness.

Schein in aesthetic idealism 

The concept of semblance or aesthetic appearance (Schein) is a central 
category of traditional aesthetics where it denotes art’s unique ability 
to create an illusion, an ‘other’ world which stands apart from the per-
ceptible, phenomenal appearance (Erscheinung) of empirical reality. In 
Kant’s aesthetic theory, for example, the subjective judgement of taste 
which describes an object as beautiful also makes a normative claim 
for universal validity: ‘when a man puts a thing on a pedestal and calls 
it beautiful, he demands the same delight from others. He judges not 
merely for himself, but for all men, and then speaks of beauty as if it 
were a property of things’ (Critique of Judgment 52, emphasis my own). 
Kant proposes an idea of art as subjectively mediated but nevertheless 
objectively valid, and the objective necessity of subjective judgments of 
taste becomes thus a question of aesthetic appearance. In Kant’s Critique 
of Pure Reason transcendental appearance, as opposed to empirical (per-
ceptible) appearance, is defined as a natural and unavoidable illusion 
(an ‘objective necessity’) of subjective reason.2 Hence, the objective 
quality of aesthetic appearance in Kant’s transcendental logic is the 
product of the a priori categories of ‘pure reason’ (specifically space 
and time) which surpass the limits of immanent empirical experience. 
This notion of a transcendental ‘as if’ quality of aesthetic appearance is 
developed further in Hegel who, rather than taking the subject (reason) 
as the origin and vanishing-point of aesthetic semblance, replaces it 
with the ‘objective-historical’ notion of the Idea. Schein in Hegel’s aes-
thetics is both spiritual and material, but nevertheless transcendental 
(i.e. reaching beyond the confines of empirical use and immediate sub-
jective experience) as is implied in his definition of art (the beautiful) 
as the ‘sensuous appearance of the Idea’ (sinnliches Scheinen der Idee) (see 
Hegel, Introductory Lectures Part I).

Hegel’s philosophy of art inaugurates the (German) idealist tradi-
tion in aesthetics which emphasises the substance or content of art, 
thereby shifting the focus away from a previous (Kantian) emphasis on 
the formal and subjective dimension in art (art as intuition and a mat-
ter of judgements of taste). Whilst acknowledging Hegel’s ‘objective’ 
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aesthetics as an important response to both intention- and reception-
oriented ‘subjective’ theories of art, Adorno nevertheless criticises the 
objective idealism initiated by Hegel whose ‘metaphysics of spirit results 
in a certain reification of spirit in the artwork through the fixation of 
its idea’ (AT 91). Hegel’s notion of the ‘objective mediation of all art 
through spirit’ (ibid.) proposes spirit as an objective substance that sub-
limates its non-spiritual ‘other’. In short, spirit in Hegel denotes totality 
and unity, and the artwork is the manifest appearance or Erscheinung of 
the absolute spirit or Idea. Adorno reacts against the systematising and 
totalising thrust of Hegel’s aesthetics by arguing that a complete clas-
sification of spirit in artworks is hardly possible. ‘In actual fact, history 
knows no artworks in which there is a pure identity of the spiritual and 
the nonspiritual. According to its own concept, spirit in artworks is not 
pure but rather a function of that out of which it arises’ (AT 89). 

However, this ‘other’ of spirit, the contingent material ground from 
which spirit arises, is not easily determined. For Adorno spirit enters a 
socially and historically determined constellation with its heterogene-
ous other. It would be misleading to define spirit as an entirely subjec-
tive and rational category that works on an objective, natural, form-less 
material which is consequently transformed into an aesthetic object. 
Adorno does not consider the work of spirit to be associated with a 
dominant agent who imposes his or her will onto raw, unstructured 
natural material. Rather, successful or authentic artworks acknowledge 
the heterogeneous elements as immanent aspects of their own structure 
(see AT 89). Hence, spirit in artworks has to be more than a principle of 
formal construction, but it should not be conceived as something resid-
ing beyond the configuration of the artwork’s materiality either. It is in 
line with Adorno’s materialist philosophy to consider spirit, first of all, 
as being dependent on the material appearance and formal construction 
of the artwork, indeed as arising from the particular configuration of 
material elements within the work. However, Adorno’s working through 
the legacy of metaphysics becomes equally apparent in his insistence 
that while ‘the spirit of artworks is bound up with their form, [. . .] spirit 
is such only insofar as it points beyond that form’ (AT 89). We notice 
here a tension between two philosophical traditions which only seem-
ingly contradict each other. The apparent juxtaposition between materi-
alism and idealism in Adorno’s thought is suspended in his conception 
of the movement of ‘spirit’ in art, specifically in spirit’s relation to the 
artwork as a self-identical object. ‘The locus of spirit is the configura-
tion of what appears’ (AT 87) or in other words: spirit is form. More 
precisely: spirit is the ‘force or the interior of works, the force of their 
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objectivation’ (ibid.). This is also why, for Adorno, spirit in art has an 
objective dimension, because it is both the cause for, and the result of, 
an immanent mediation of all elements in the artwork. 

It is important to note that for Adorno spirit always implies a pro-
cess: ‘As tension between the elements of the artwork, and not as an 
existence sui generis, art’s spirit is a process and thus it is the work 
itself. To know an artwork means to apprehend this process’ (AT 88). 
Adorno’s understanding of spirit as process or becoming is in the first 
instance a response to German Idealism (which sought to reify spirit 
as the dominating expression of subjectivity), but it is also a defence 
of the concept of natural beauty. Adorno seeks to rescue the concept 
of natural beauty from the discourse of aesthetics which, since Hegel, 
has concentrated on art beauty as a form of autonomous, subjective 
expression. The progressive rationalisation and spiritualisation of art 
since the Enlightenment presented nature as something that ought to 
be overcome by means of the aesthetic which was posited as an autono-
mous sphere that exists immanently and for-itself. However, Adorno 
argues that nature is not the antithesis of art; rather, nature re-appears 
in art as that which escapes domination by instrumental rationality (the 
labour of the subjective spirit): ‘natural beauty points to the primacy of 
the object in subjective experience’ (AT 71). However, nature does not 
appear in art immediately and without distortion, as was aimed for in 
theatrical Naturalism (which proposed drama as a mimetic imitation of 
reality); rather, nature in art appears indirectly, in refracted and medi-
ated form. Notable for our discussion of the performing arts, Adorno 
states that natural beauty is evoked in artworks that produce a feeling 
of fleetingness, ephemerality, suspension and transcendence – these 
are qualities of natural beauty, for ‘what is beautiful in nature is what 
appears to be more than what is literally there’ (AT 70–1). The idea that 
the appearance of artworks posits ‘more’ than what they show and say 
is crucial to the Adornian understanding of Schein and his aesthetics of 
the other. 

Adorno argues that modernist art’s rejection of aesthetic semblance 
(Schein) signifies the art historical ‘emancipation from the concept of 
harmony’ (AT 100) – a rejection of the illusion of a work’s formal con-
sistency and logical, dynamic narrative development. During the first 
decades of the twentieth century, aesthetic modernism was character-
ised by the nominalist tendency to eschew traditional forms and con-
ventional (universal) aesthetic categories in favour of an encounter with 
sensuous particularity. However, while modernist art can be defined 
as an attempt to overturn the false idealism and illusory authority of 


