SOME CRITICAﬁ NOTES CON MARCUSE'S AESTEETIC THEORY
' Donald C. Lee

Marcuse, in his most recent book, The Aesthetic Dimension,l ceriti-~
clizes the "orthodox™ Marxist theory of aesthetics (essentially that means
the official Russian dogma which isalso imposed upon its oppressed colo-
nies in Eastern Turope). ThHat positidn c¢an be briefly summarized as
follows: There is a definite connection between art and the material
base of society, the totality of the relations of production. With the
change in production relations, art itself istransformed as part of the
juperstructure of so¢iety, "although like other ideologies it can lag . be-
htind or anticipate social change. There is also a definite conneetion
between art and social class. The only authentic, progressive art is
an art of an ascending class, which expresses the consciousness. of this
class. A declining class or its representatives can only produce "deca-
dent" art. Consequently, the political and the aesthetic, the revolu-

tionary content and the artistic quality tend to coincide. The artist -
has an obligation to articulate and express the interests and needs of
the ascending elass. And finally, realism corresponds most closely to

the social relationship.

‘Marcuse agrees with the "orthodox” view that art must be understood
in the context of brevailing social relations and that art has a poiiti-
cal funection and potential; but he believes that it is not mere contest
but aesthetic form which gives it a special language by which 7Tt ean
transcend the prevailing conditions, by which it can: {1) -reveal the
#ssence of the ordinarily hidden "reality” of oppression, destruction
of the enviromment, alienation of human beings from each other, from
the products of their labor,” and from themselves; and (2) suggests an
alternative "reality’, an overcoming of the inadequacies in the existing
order, a fulfillment of human potentialities, a liberatory higher con-
scipusness, a hope. Art "re-presents" reality. Art is "more real' than
averyday experience, because it makes the essence of our reality clear
and poiats toward the overcoming of the inadequacies of the given, toward
new potentialities which are ordinarily hidden. Great art is commited
Lo the emancipation ofsagsibilities,-imagination, and reason, a breaking
of the dominatien and repression of the existing reality. Art does not
change reality, but contributes %o the changing of consciousness and of
those who can change reality.  Therefore, art is an essential dimeasion
of liberatory revolution. _ : .

Then in eriticism of the ."orthodox" Marxist point of view Marcuse
makes the following points: by virtue of its aesthetic form, art is
largely autonomous vis-a-vis the given class relaticons. For criteria of
nesthetic form he gives examples such as: internal standards of poetic
meter; or in painting the relationships of form and color, symmetry and
asymmetry, richness of variety tnified in a dynamic order, and studied
spontaneity; or in drsma .and literature, tragic flaw or deletion of the
trivial details of everyday life and the emphasis of the essential, and
conversations which are more direct, more sarcastic, ete., than ordinary.
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There is a stazndard of goodand bad art which remains constant throughout
the ages. Artists break through class background; all good art is rebel-
lion against the given repressive sccial order. Realism per se is not
subversive of the given order; Baudelaire may actually be more subver-
sive and liberatory. : . :

Marcuse admits that he is talking most specifically about that area
of art with which he is most familiar, Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century
literature, but he expects that his analysis applies to other areas of
art as well. This is.the first point of weakness mentioned by several
professionals in various fields of artwithwhom I have spoken: Marcuses's
analysis deesn’t seem to fit large areas of art, e.g., non-thematic dance
or music, non-representational painting and sculpture, architecture,
pottery, textiles, etc. Must we here distinguish "arts" from Horafts"?
That would allow us to delete for ipstance architecture, pottery, and
textiles from consideration,butwhat of "pure" dance and non-representa-
tional painting? Marcuse sees cubism {as Adorno sees 12-tonal music) as
social protest, along with the poetry of Rimbaud and Baudelaire, because
it breaks with the established form, or unveils the truth about social
reality, or reeducates the senses and points to a new reality (it need
not do more than one of these tasks to be significant). Dance c¢ould, in
line with his thesis, be seen to be a liberation of the body and the
senses from the restraintsof everyday life, acelebrationof unrestrained

movement, of life~force; this, of coursae, is not simply a protest of bour-

geois capitalist society, but of all nistorical sccieties to date, all
of which have limited dance to particular social functions (but why
should we not all dance through 1ife? And what would happen were we to
dare toc dance down fthe street, or at work, today?); all societies have
repreéssed the sensas and restrained the body insubtle ways (with cloth-
ing, pgoper posture, ete.). In an earlier work, Counterrevolution and
Revolt® (the long third chapter of which is devoted to "Art and Revolu-
Tion"), Marcuse claims that "Art c%nnot represent the revolution, it can
only invoke it in another medium",* and he goes on to quote Stravinsky,

who heard “a charter of human rights', "subversiveness”, and "a high con--

cept of freedom” in Beethoven's quartets.

I1f, with the above examples, we have suggested that Marcuse's:
thesis might, after.all, be valid for all realms of art, we then come
to a more difficult problem: How can we distinguish "'good" from "bad"
art? Marcuse has suggested on the one hand that there is a standard of
goocd and bad art which remains constant throughout the ages and that
there are internal standards appropriate to each particular realm of
art, while on the other hand all good art is rebellion against the given
repressive social erder. Not only is this an apparent contradiction,
but it raises a terrific hue and ecry from the defenders of the "art for
art's sake" tradition who claim that there can be no objective standards
for art. The objective standards we are speaking of come not out of art
itself, but out of the greater context of human needs (of which we will
speak in a moment). But if art is criticism of a particular society,
now can we appreciate T'ang Dynasty landscapes, the sculpture of Fifth
Century Athens, or Baroque music? Tf Baudelaire's poetry is an attack
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mystics necessarily apolitical; remember the self-immolations of Budd-
hist monks during the Vietnam War or the work of Gandhi. :

What is important to me in the mystical tradition vis-a-vis the
topic at hand? Several if not all of the mystical traditions, East and
West, remind us that to a large extent we create our own reality. I am
not positing an idealist extreme, to suggest that all there is is my
own solipsistic thoughts, --of course there are forces outside of my
thoughts which may he described as material, --but on theother hand there
is a continual tendency in Marxism (not shared by all Marxist thinkers)
toward a naive materialism which takes for granted a given reality out-
side of us which is simply the way it is and most adequately describable
by "scilentific Marxism". The truth is, as far as I can discern, some-
where in between, and a bit of Buddhist or esoteric epistemology and
ontology seems to be needed a5 an antidete to the extreme of nalve ma-

terialism. .

It is clear that we live in a werld of self-fulfi
psychology has pointed out the extent to which, when we eXpect to fail,
Wwe are more likely to fail, or when we expect people to like us they
are more likely to like us {(partly because we will act in accord with
the ways most likely to cause the expected end) than when we expect them
to hate us, When we have 3 materio-empirical world-view, we seek out
the facts which will Support that world-view or with a Freudian world-
view we will find confirming instances everywhere {the same facts will
be interpreted differently by different world-views, and the same is
true if our world-view iseconomic, or religious, ar artistic). In each
case, we see only a fragment of what there is to see, select relevant
facts, order and act upon them selectively in aceord with cur theories
and expectations, and create our world. This, by the way, is in accord
with Marx and Mao, but is too often overlooked in Marxian scholarship.
Thus, it is also the case that people immersed in the Capitalist world-
view and value-system create aviolent, materialistic, dog-eat-dog world
for themseives: people caught in the hopelessness of poverty, racism,
sexism, etc., (as Freire among others point out) participate in the perw-
petuation of these very structures with their self-repressive mechanisms
and self-fulfilling expectations (this is not to deny that there are
also repressive structures external to them). And Marxists, to the ex-
tent that they are motivated by anger, envy, fear, and hatred, do not
overnight create a world without these emotions,a society of love and
support for all, just because they rearrasnge the economic relations in
A society. In Russia, a new society of fear and domination quickly re-
placed the old. Marxists (in particular the "orthodox" Marxists of
Russia who ignore Marx's early works and thereby foster a perverted,
alienated, repressive version of so-called "Marxism"} create a world in
their own materialistic terms, a world of economic values a8 dominant
as the one they replaced. Ag Gandhi pointed out, what Capitalist and
Communist share in common is the gospel of material progress and the
glorification of violence. But those who try to destroy other

beings in the name of an abstract value debhumanize and brutalize them-
selves in the process.

A true revolution wo
of heart and consciousnes

lling prophecy:

uld entail a cultural revoiution, a revolution
5, arevolution basedon love and non-violence.
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Marxism has always presupposed a change in value systems (to honor peo-
ples' needs rather than the profit motive for the greed of a few — and
thus I have considered it a step forward in morality from Capitalism),
but the aesthetic dimension of the revoiution has generally been over-
loocked (we have a need to change our sensibilities and to get in touch
with our emoctions). For instance, most men in modern soclety have a
difficult time cryihg, while most women have difficulty showing anger,
not because these emotions are not present, but because they are repres-
sed and turned into destructive or self-destructive directions (such as

yleers). Anger repressed must come cut as violence, to c¢neself if not-

to others; witness the violence withia minority groups which are repres-
sed from outside. Many of the political events of the late S8ixties were
based on anger and fear, and were fruitlessly expressed as violence. What
is needed is to get clearly in touch with those emotions {(which are for
the most part justified) so that we can purge them, reevaluate oursitu-
ation, and begin to act effectively to get at the loving and creative
persons we are behind those emotions. This is the basis of a genuine
liberation. Only Mao, among the founding fathers of Marxism, stressed
that ome must struggle for the revolution all the while lovimng ail the
pecple (love the potential humanity even in your oppressor, for he too
can be cured of his greed and brutality).

Marcuse, then, is not in contradiction with himself if we understand
him correctly to be saying that "good" art is that which directs us to
a "atate of health™, liberation from the oppressien, repression, and
alienation in which we have  been caught throughout human history in gener-
al (and we recognize universal, rational, cathartic, etc., standards of
art across cultures - and times which are in aceord with this function)
while at the same time "good" art also addresses the particular inade-
quacies in. a particular society, and points the way toward & new, more
healthy "reality", which is possible and necessary (in the sense that
health is. a necessary pre-requisite to the fullest life; of course, we
may not achieve it).’

Given that rather basic emendation of Marcuse's thesis, then in a
broader sense I whole-heartedly embrace his claim that great art is that
which critically reveals the essense of the existing "'reality" and which
suggests an alternate, more adequate, more healthy, wmere moral and ra-
tionale "reality" which will satisfy human needs more profoundly.

FOOTNOTES

lMarcuse,-Herhertj The Aesthetic Dimension, Toward a Critique of:
Marxian Aesthetics. Boston: Beacon, 1978.

2Marcuse,_Herbert, Counterrevolution and Revolt. Boston: Beacon,
1972, :

3Ibid., pp. 103-4.

4
*Ibid.;, p. 3.
_ 38

Georgia O'Keeffe. New York: Penguin Books, 1977
8 ' , .
Marcuse, Revelt, p. 113.

39




