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If even Christian Ring, as director of the
Nolde Foundation Seebull, could no longer
enjoy Emil Nolde’s pictures, then we would
have to ask, who could?! That Ring em-
phasizes that he still enjoys them clearly
derives from the fact that Nolde was a
committed National Socialist and anti-
Semite who expressed his attitudes even
toward his own colleagues in open aver-
sion (Max Liebermann) and denunciation
(Max Pechstein). To still enjoy his paintings
obviously requires some justification. This
legitimization, in turn, can only function by
trying to separate the work of art on the
one hand from the artist’s political attitudes
and lifestyle on the other.

The article from which the opening
quote is taken was published on the occa-
sion of the great Nolde exhibition in Berlin
in 2019, and began with the question: “Can
one separate the individual Emil Nolde

"I still enjoy Nolde's pictures,
because their artistic expression
is so powerful.”

Christian Ring, director of the
Nolde Foundation Seebull, 2019

from his work?”' (A question which the ar-
ticle does nof, in fact, answer.) The case
of Emil Nolde is neither isolated nor ex-
ceptional, in that this question has aris-
en repeatedly in recent years in regard to
(predominantly male) artists. After the HBO
documentary Leaving Neverland, which
raises serious accusations of sexual abuse
against Michael Jackson, can we still dance
to his music?? Examples like this abound.
Even if the political and moral transgres-
sions of the artists in question vary widely,
and even if they strongly differ from the
called-for measures against the enjoyment
of art (which are seldom adequately de-
scribed by the term censorship), in every
case the debate essentially involves two
contradictory positions: yes to enjoyment
and dancing, because it is only art’s “un-
conditional lack of responsibility” for all
external matters that makes an “aesthetic
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experience productive” (as Hanno Rauter-
berg, journalist for weekly newspaper DIE
ZEIT, asserts);3 no to enjoying art regard-
less of an artist’s transgressions because,
even if it is acknowledged that the freedom
of art is an achievement, such a separation
is hardly possible affectively and, more-
over, perpetuates “a male theoretical fradi-
tion” (as Lea Susemichel, editor of the femi-
nist magazine an.schldge, states).*

(ART) CRITICISM AND
ITS POSITIONS AND
LEGITIMIZATIONS

The question also up for discussion here is
that of the foundations and mission of art
criticism. Or, more broadly, the issue of the
position and legitimization of criticism in
general.

The question “Do | find this good
(beautiful, pleasing, inspiring, etc,)?” is al-
ways more difficult to answer if it also has
to include more than just the work of art it-
self. It becomes more complex, and roughly
runs: “Do | still ind this good (beautiful,
pleasing, inspiring, etc.)?” The question
of how art should be judged was there-
fore initially a way of reducing complexity.
Everything outside of art itself was supposed
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to be viewed as irrelevant. At the same
time, however, we should aiso bear in mind
that this process of reducing complexity,
which remains part of a widespread un-
derstanding of art criticism fo this day, was
always one that was enforced by those
in power and that guaranteed privileges.
With regard to the genesis of art criticism,
we must remember two points. On the one
hand, the emergence of an advanced ar-
tistic judgment in the eighteenth century
was, as Wolfgang Ullrich writes, a kind
of “educated bourgeois compensation.”®
Those who did not (yet) own works of art
took possession of them in a secondary
manner, namely, intellectually. In addition,
the educated bourgeoisie did their best to
ensure that their manner of appropriation
became the definitive, and therefore legiti-
mate form (in contrast to simple ownership).
On the other hand, the bourgeoisie sought
to distinguish themselves not only from the
nobility, but also from the (sociostructural)
other side, that is, from the working classes.
Accordingly, Pierre Bourdieu noted that the
“emergence of the fields of art and of criti-
cism was linked with a desire to be able fto
pass autonomous aesthetic judgements,
independently of the tastes of the general
public, . . .”® The development of a purely
aesthetic judgment, which of course first au-
thenticates the work of art’s “unconditional

lack ¢
thus ¢
fion: ¢
bount
somet
sibilitie
bourg
perien
apren
tion a
judgm
theref
of the
establ
transh
percet
ence {l
which «
self. (A
laid ou
litical t

taneoL
view ir
meanir
definat
of view
erally t
of irrel
sense ¢
lished @
represe



the same
ar in mind
mplexity,
read un-
s day, was
by those
orivileges.
t criticism,
)n the one
anced ar-
h century
25, a kind
:nsation.”s
srks of art
econdary
1 addition,
eir best to
ropriation
fore legiti-
>wnership).
isie sought
y from the
istructural)
ng classes.
ed that the
ind of criti-
be able to
dgements,
1e general
»f a purely
rse first au-
-onditional

lack of responsibility” (Rauterberg), was
thus at the same time a strategy of distinc-
tion: aesthetics as active demarcation of
boundaries. The aesthetic experience as
something free of all necessities (or respon-
sibilities) first developed historically with the
bourgeoisie’s rise o power. The aesthetic ex-
perience ultimately became universalized as
a prerequisite for appropriate art consump-
tion and, more importantly, for legitimate
judgment of art. In reality a bourgeois and
therefore privileged matter, the concept
of the pure experience of art “unwittingly
establishes this singular experience as a
transhistorical norm for every aesthetic
perception,”” Henceforth the only experi-
ence that counts in regard to art was that
which occurs directly with the work of art it-
self. (And not—to clarify the frain of thought
laid out here—with the artist’s moral or po-
litical fransgressions.)

This assertion of universality simul-
taneously renders the critic’s own point of
view invisible. And this is programmatic,
meaning that the sociostructural, ethnically
definable, gender- and sex-specific point
of view from which art is viewed should lit-
erally be indifferent. Indifferent in the sense
of irrelevant, but also indifferent in the
sense of equally valid. This stance, estab-
lished as a universal norm, on the one hand
represents an achievement—and scholars

from Friedrich Schiller to Jacques Ranciére
have defended it as such—because it sig-
nifies an emancipation from the church and
the nobility. It formally universalizes access
to art and simultaneously dissociates it
from ownership as well as from religious,
moral, and symbolic demands on its forms
of expression. Bourdieu further points out
that the “The pure disposition is so univer-
sally recognized as legitimate that no voice
is heard pointing out that the definition of
art, and through it the art of living, is an ob-
ject of struggle among the classes.”®

This only becomes apparent again
when we are made aware of the fact that
the program of (artistic) liberation is highly
exclusionary: it not only separates the con-
noisseurs from the philistines and the pure
experience from that contaminated (by
other areas of life) and thus still defermined
by function and subject fo necessities. It also
simultaneously excludes from the legitimate,
hegemonic discourse all those who em-
phasize and cannot ignore the extent to
which this experience is impure, character-
ized by a specific social environment, and
possibly marked by discrimination. (Where-
by the term discourse should be under-
stood here in the broadest sense and by no
means only refers to debates in the feuil-
leton: those whose voices are not heard in
legitimate discourse also have more trouble
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finding housing, earn less money, receive
less recognition, and so forth.) This dichot-
omy between liberation on the one hand
and exclusion on the other can ultimately
be seen as a good example of the ambiva-
lence of modernity.

(ART) CRITICISM AND ITS
INVOLVEMENT IN SYSTEMS
OF POWER

Art criticism thus proves to be heavily in-
volved in social structures of domination. It
does not operate independently of power
relations and does not automatically op-
pose social privileges. Thus, what has been
repeatedly stated about criticism in general
in recent years applies to art criticism in
particular: criticism itself is part of its own
subject matter. There is no secure exter-
nal point of view, no neutral ground, from
which criticism could develop its effects.
This applies equally to Michel Foucault’s
famous definition of critique as “the art of
not being governed so much.”® At the same
time, this by no means excludes the fact
that criticism is nevertheless simultaneously
entangled in processes of governing, that
is, in Foucault’s sense, in practices of di-
recting and guiding. To this extent, what
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becomes particularly clear in matters re-
iated to art criticism applies equally to a
critique of social and economic conditions.
All criticism is enfangled and has no secure
ground from which to pronounce its judg-
ments or even to make its attacks on de-
plorable conditions. The question aries as
to what comes next.

There are essentially three possible
reactions fo criticism’s lack of foundation:
dismissal, grounding, and practice.

Firstly, renowned sociologists have
declared not only that the expression and
practice of criticism no longer have a le-
gitimate basis in view of criticism’s own
entanglement in an increasingly complex
social world, but that they, in fact, should
not even have had one to begin with. Bruno
Latour, for example, advises us to reverse
Marx’s formula drawn from Feuerbach’s
eleventh thesis, namely, that philosophers
had only interpreted the world in different
ways, but the point is to change it. Accord-
ing to Latour’s reversal of Marx’s dictum on
philosophy, the social sciences “have trans-
formed the world in various ways; the point,
however, is to interpret it.”® Armin Nassehi
also states that the social sciences should
above all be concerned with “expanding
the arsenal of descriptive tools and mak-
ing them more precise,”" because criticism
that uses metaphors of rebuilding (society)
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is “latently authoritarian.”® The recommen-
dation that arises here from criticism’s lack
of foundation is a call to abandon it (in or-
der to replace it—again—with description
and interpretation).

These infellectual dismissals of criti-
cism are linked to everyday attitudes of not
wanting to be told what to do, say, or think,
in the sense of “you must still be allowed to
say that,” et cetera. In short, criticism is re-
jected as presumptuous, whereby as a rule
this type of stance is admittedly less due to
a pseudo-anarchic anti-authoritarianism
than to a refusal to question the normalcy
of one’s own lifestyle in regard to its neg-
ative effects on others. (This at least holds
true for most reflexive reactions against
political correctness, moralistic fanaticism,
etc) In this respect, these intellectual and
everyday rejections of criticism’s self-de-
clared right to regulate go hand in hand
with the acceptance of existing rules and
practices.

it is not, however, only because of
this apparent paradox that the first reac-
tion to criticism’s lack of foundation hardly
appears convincing. Retreating to a po-
sition of description and interpretatfion
means either to assert that the descriptive
and interpretive practice—unlike the criti-
cal one—has no impact (an assertion that
contradicts all the basic assumptions of the

social and cultural sciences over the past
five decades, which, for this reason alone,
makes it hardly plausible); or it means to
assume that these practices do have an im-
pact, but that this is only the unintentional
and above all uncontrollable side effect
of description. This gesture of dismissal is
thus ultimately tantamount to declaring the
social and cultural sciences bankrupt. This
becomes particularly clear with respect to
other phenomena with consequences, for
example in view of the targeted impact of
the methods of corporate representatives
who deny climate change, or the deliber-
ately—and not only legally—enforced inter-
ests of neoliberal profiteers of global social
inequality.®

The second reaction to criticism’s
lack of foundation involves the attempt to
(re)establish such a foundation, that is, to
ultimately free criticism from its entangle-
ment and (re)found it. This refoundation
is based on the accurate realization that
the location—the critical position—defines
the critical stance. This location can be un-
derstood geographically, sociostructurally,
and culturally. In the context of post- and
decolonial theory, scholars have repeat-
edly noted how important location is for
thinking and speaking. As the philosopher
Enrique Dussel pointedly states, “the place
from which we speak” is significant, not
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only for what is said,* but equally for the
chance to be heard.®

Dussel, however, does not merely
formulate this reference fo the significance
of location as a challenge to scholarly
neutrality and as critical scepticism to-
ward Western universalism. He, along with
many others, attempts to make the place
of existence, that is, the concrete world in
which people live, the point of departure
for criticism. Criticism should thus be newly
grounded and given a firm foundation in
the materiality of the exploited and of vic-
tims of discrimination. This criticism should
derive from all of the excluded practices
which are “viewed as non-existent, unpro-
ductive, and useless” in the dominant sys-
tem.® Their negation by the system or by
the hegemonic discourse becomes criti-
cism’s starting point. Here it should find its
new outside, which Dussel calls exteriority,
and here Dusse! foresees the foundation of
a critical “community of the oppressed.”"

In daily life, this theoretical founda-
tion attempt is linked to an activism of criti-
cal whiteness and to many forms of critique
of culftural appropriation, for which crificism
must by necessity have such an oppressed
starting point and position. Whoever does
not share this background counts as priv-
ileged and, due to their (sociostructural,
ethnic, gender, and sexual) status, is not
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entitled to lay claim to the terms and prac-
tice of criticism. Belonging to the commu-
nity becomes more important than one’s
stance itself. This, however, essentializes the
possibility of criticism, tying it to an intrinsic
notion of belonging.

Yet the rejection of such an essen-
tialization, that is, of the assertion of anin-
trinsic connection between the iocation of
criticism and the critical position, already
marked the beginnings of what we now
know as critical theory. Early critical theo-
ry flatly refused to make a particular social
situation and collectively experienced dis-
crimination a necessary condition for le-
gitimate criticism. Legitimate social critique
was dissociated from the experience of ex-
ploitation. This position consequently did
not, as Dussel alleged of early critical the-
ory, derive from a lack of radicalism or an
intellectualism that had turned its back on
material suffering. On the contrary, it was a
conscious—and paradigmatic—statement
when Max Horkheimer wrofe in his semi-
nal essay “Traditional and Critical Theory”
(1937) that a theory oriented toward the
abolition of injustice and suffering could
well stand in opposition to views that cur-
rently prevailed among the proletariat (in
another version of the text, Horkheimer
speaks more generally of “the exploited”).
“|f such a conflict were not possible,” wrote
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Horkheimer, “there would be no need of a
theory.”® Horkheimer certainly took into
account and accepted criticism’s result-
ing lack of foundation, noting that “critical
theory has no specific influence on its side,
except concern for the abolition of social
injustice.”®

Finally, the third reaction to the crisis
of criticism builds on this. If takes the prac-
tice of criticism more or less literally: if criti-
cism has no firm foundation (or all atiempts
to assert such remain unsatisfactory),
and if we simultaneously see the need to
contfinue working to dismantle hegemony
and reduce suffering, then we practically
have no other option but to practice criti-
cism in the truest sense of the word. To try,
to repeatedly start over, to “advance ques-
tioningly,” as the Zapatistas say.? Criticism,
as Ruth Sonderegger describes it, build-
ing on Max Horkheimer’s thinking, then
appears as a stance that simultaneously
implies “the willingness to disclose, reflect,
and work on one’s own situatedness and
partisanship regarding the goal of reduc-
ing powerlessness.” Criticism as a stance
is then on the one hand more than just a
practice of questioning underscored by
argumentation. It must demonstrate more
than good reasoning, yet of the same time
it must also be willing to disclose the ge-
nealogy and localization of these reasons,

and to accept that both will then be placed
in relation to other practices. Whoever crit-
icizes privilege, and jets around the world
on first-class flights to promote this point
of view, will rightfully see their own position
called out as inconsistent.

On the other hand, criticism in this
context can also be a form of critique that
always extends beyond its direct object.
In terms of art criticism, this entails tak-
ing the concrete conditions of production
and reception into account in the assess-
ment of creative works. These conditions
of production also include the artist’s atti-
tudes and political stance, even if they do
not intentionally affect the content, crea-
tion, or effect of a specific work of art it-
self. To invoke art’s lack of responsibility for
everything outside of art itself when judg-
ing a work of art would thus be completely
out of the question.

ART CRITICISM AS
CULTURAL CRITIGISM

This is, ultimately, an understanding of art
criticism as being cultural criticism at the
same time. It acknowledges that the modes
of production and reception that apply to
art follow their own logic. However, it does
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not shy away from also addressing the atti-
tudes out of which art is created, and which
art in turn inspires. As Antonio Gramsci for-
mulated in his Prison Notebooks, the point
is to “fuse the struggle for a new culture
. and criticism of social life, feelings and
conceptions of the world with aesthetic or
purely artistic criticism.”? Specific artistic
practice and general habits of consuming
art—and everything else—then become the
subject of art criticism as cultural criticism.
it can {or should) not ignore the processes
of production, reception, and circulation.
Art criticism as cultural criticism
builds on an understanding of culture as a
conglomerate of processes and practices
which create sense and meaning. These
processes and practices take place notin a
vacuum, but always under particular eco-
nomic and political conditions. They are
also influenced by these conditions insofar
as a particular position in the social sphere
can lend more or less clout fo the process of
assigning meaning and significance. When,
for example, the director of the Nolde
Foundation praises the expressiveness
of Emil Nolde’s pictures, this carries more
weight for their overall significance than if
an unauthorized person were to express
this position. Since there is, however, a kind
of permanent, power-laden battle over the
determination of meaning and significance, it
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is possible that even the opinion of the most
eminent expert on Nolde will not prevail. For
example, this may not be able fo prevent
the German Chancellor from having Emil
Nolde’s paintings removed from her office
because of his National Socialist views.?
On the one hand, this battle is fought using
weapons specific to the field: invoking some-
thing like power of expression as a criterion
of quality is only effective in the cultural
field (and simultaneously serves to delin-
eate the boundaries of that field). On the
other hand, positions external to the field
often have a decisive effect on the out-
come of such a battle, an outcome which
is always only temporary. The question as
to which artistic breach of convention is
considered appropriate or presumptuous,
innovative, or irrelevant also depends on a
conglomerate of conventions outside the
realm of art. Meanings change—not only
those of works of art—and it is the social
battles that determine which changes will
prevail. An art criticism understood as cul-
tural criticism has a responsibility to actively
participate in these struggles with all its
means and opportunities.
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