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Theodor Adorno is a German sociologist, Philosopher and musicologist known for his 

critical theory of Society. He is a leading member of the Frankfurt School of Marxist Literary 

critics. He wrote his essay “Commitment” nearly 15 years after Sartre’s treatise “What is 

Literature” was published. Sartre’s idea on writing, though revised by a number of writers 

over years, was not completely challenged until Adorno.  

This paper attempts a re-reading of  Theodar Adorno’s essay “Commitment” in the 

light of politically committed and non-committed literary, non-literary works of  recent times. 

It analyzes how Adorno’s essay is still relevant and discusses the  politics of committed or 

non-committed art. In this era of information revolution, it is not only literature  or other arts 

being subjected to “commitment” but also print and visual media, that too on a large scale. 

Here, what the term “commitment”  denotes should also be taken into consideration. Adorno 

used this term, to speak about the ‘social commitment’ on the part of the writer. But 

nowadays, behind this so-called ‘socially committed’ there exists a politically committed 

literature as well as media.

[“
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Adorno wrote this influential essay “Commitment” in 1962. It appeared in Aesthetics

and Politics and it was translated into English by Francis Mcdonagh. Adorno begins his essay 

referring to Sartre’s monumental, polemic work written in 1948, “What is Literature”. In 

order to understand and analyse Adorno’s essay better, it is necessary to have an idea about 

Sartre’s monumental, polemic work written in 1948, following the turmoil of the second 

world war. Through this essay, he challenges Sartre’s notions about writing and writer. He 

also criticizes writers like Bertolt Brecht and favours the writings of Beckett and Kafka. He 

opines that overtly apolitical works are aesthetically better. Adorno in the end of the essay 

proposes mediation between two stances.

Sartre, who was emerging as the most influential philosopher and writer of the 

existentialist movement, thought about the idea of the writer in the post-war world. In the 

first part, he discusses the differences between literature and other arts such as music  and 

painting. His argument is that prose writing is different from all other media because of the 

relationship between the individual and languages itself. Sartre says that a writer deals with 

meanings. He feels that a writer can guide us; for e.g., the description of a hovel can be a 

symbol of social injustice that provokes our indignation, whereas the painter is mute. He 

presents us with a hovel, that’s all. We are free to see in it what we like, that’s all. Sartre cites 

the example of Picasso’s masterpiece Guernica. The problem with Picasso’s Guernica among 

other things, is that it is impossible to hear it and would take too long to express adequately. 

According to him, the painter does not paint meanings and the musician does not put 

meanings to his music. Therefore, there is no need for the painter or musician to be 

committed. Sartre contends that only committed art, by which he means ‘prose’ specifically, 

can confront power structure or speak truth to the power. He defines a prose-writer as a “man 

who makes use of words”. Prose, according to him, “is in essence, utilitarian”. Writing is an 

act that Sartre equates with speaking and acting the world. He further states hat the writer 

can write only for his time and his audience. For Sartre, “Committed language is in its time 

and place”.  He is not writing for everyone, but for the people in his time and his place, for 
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his people. “Whether he wants to or not” Sartre contends, “and even if he has eyes on eternal 

laurels, the writer is speaking to the contemporaries and brothers of his class and race.” He 

believes that writing for one’s time provides the context for work. According to him all 

authors have in their mind the audience that they are writing for and thus   the story, defined 

for the readers, is itself defined. 

In the next part, he deals with “WHY WE WRITE’ followed by “FOR WHOM DOES 

ONE WRITE”? Some of his reflections on psychology of writing and reading  anticipates 

forms for literary criticism which were not developed until twenty years later.

The centre of the book is a long meditation on the relationship between writers and 

their readers. This is largely a tour through French literature from the 17th to 20th century. He 

finishes the essay with a chapter on the role of the writer in 1948. This is a passionate and 

well-argued plea for social engagement on the part of the writer. It also debates the 

temptations and reasons for resisting the call of the left (communist party).

Adorno sees differences between art that is committed and art he considers o be 

autonomous. Autonomous art is that which does not carry an overtly political message in 

service to an ideal but which has one anyway. He differentiates both of these from an art that 

is purely for the market, a commodity, which has no political life at all and cannot even be 

considered art. Of all arts committed and autonomous it is actually art that is preferred. The 

autonomous art object is not one that is apolitical at all, he argues, but is one that is not 

partisan and short sighted in its approach. He states, “A work of art that is committed strips  

the magic from a work of art that is content to be a fetish, an idle past time, for who would 

like to sleep through the deluge that threatens them, in an apoliticism that is in fact deeply 

political.”

In contrast to Sartre’s view of an audience, Adorno has no such audience in mind. 

Adorno does not give the audience as much attention as Sartre does. For Sartre, the writer 

commits himself in the present, but since he in any case cannot escape it, his commitment to 

it cannot indicate a program. Adorno feels that the content of Sartre’s art becomes philosophy 

a with no other writer except Schiller. He opines that “Sartre’s plays are vehicles for the 

author’s idea, which have been left behind in the race of aesthetic forms.” The flaw in 
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Sartre’s conception of commitment strikes at the very cause to which Sartre wishes to commit 

himself.

Sartre is really, viewing everything in literature though the lens of World War II, that

too, a revisionist view. First, he feels the very anguish of a writer who has lived through  the 

war and who has failed with his writings to have stopped it. Sartre confesses that  he expects 

no change in  the world from literature. Sartre believes that if only people had the facts, if 

only writers, had lived up to their responsibility, they could have had an impact. For Adorno, 

it is the uncommitted writing of Beckett that accomplishes more than any committed writer, 

like Brecht. Adorno also accuses Sartre for not understanding the unintelligible and, 

therefore, not engaging with it. He adds; “when the social contract with reality is abandoned

and literary works no longer speak though they were reporting fact, hairs start to bristle”. 

Adorno argues that you cannot write a great novel that is anti-Semitic, regardless of how well 

it is written.

He then goes on to talk about Brecht. Brecht’s didactism and his treatment of fascism 

are taken into consideration by Adorno. He feels that Brecht bluntly glorifies the party in 

some of his plays like dramatization of Gorky’s The Mother and The Measure Taken. He 

comments on Brecht’s play, Saint Joan and plays written after it. According to Adorno, they 

trump those of Sartre. Brecht looks less for images as he was pre-occupied with information. 

The more he does so, the more he misses the essence of capitalism which the parable, Saint 

Joan is supposed to present. 

Adorno then speaks of the failed critique of fascism through artistic creation in 

Brecht’s Arturo uili and Charlie Chaplin’s ‘The Great Dictator.’ “The deconstruction of 

leaders, as with all individuals in Brecht, is extended into a construction of the social and 

economic nexus in which the dictator acts”. Adorno points out that instead of a conspiracy of 

the wealthy and powerful, “we are given a trivial gangster organization, in cabbage trust; The 

true horror of fascism is conjured away, it is no longer a slow end product of the 

concentration of social power, but mere hazard, like an accident or a crime.” That is why, the 

“buffoonery of fascism evoked by Chaplin as well, was at the same time also its ultimate 

horror”. If this is suppressed and a few sorry exploiters of greengrocers are mocked, where 
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key positions of economic power are actually at issue, the attack misfires  Adorno says that 

The Great Dictator losses all satirical force and become obscene when a Jewish girl can hit a 

line of storm troopers on the head with a pan without being torn to pieces; “For the sake of 

political commitment, political reality is trivialized which then reduces the political effect.”

Adorno further explores the relationship between politics and poetic tone in Brecht. 

He agrees that Brecht’s artistic force and his devious, uncontrollable intelligence went well 

beyond official credos and prescribed aesthetics of People’s democracies.  But Adorno

himself later states that Brecht’s attempt to reconstruct the reality of the society first led to a 

false social model and then to dramatic implausibility; “Bad politics become bad art and vice 

versa.” Certain confusions arise due to his political leanings and this affect the Brechtian tone 

itself, the very fibre of his poetic art according to Adorno. Adoorno is of the view that eve 

Brecht’s best work was infected by the deceptions of his commitment. Here he also 

undoubtedly states that “the gravest charge against commitment is that even right intentions 

go wrong when they are noticed and still more when they then try to conceal themselves. 

 Adorno then considers “The problem of suffering and its representation” in literature. 

Adorno said that writing poetry after Auschwitz was barbaric. But, for Adorno, all of life 

after Auschwitz was barbaric. Poetry may be barbarism, Adorno contends but it and the 

uncommitted arts that Sartre lists like painting and music are what we have to express that is 

inexpressible. Adorno admits that there is danger of that pleasure that one takes in suffering 

of others, that may be avoidable in something other than directly representing experience. 

“The so-called artistic representation of the sheer physical pain of people beaten to the 

ground by the rifle butts contains” the power “to elicit enjoyment out of it… When genocide 

becomes part of the cultural heritage in the themes of committed literature, it becomes easier 

to continue to play along with the culture which gave birth to murder”, states Adorno. 

Authors are considered responsible by Adorno for what they revolt against by faithfully 

reflecting atrocity.

Adorno uses the example of an officer of Nazi occupation forces encounter with 

Picasso to exemplify this attitude. When the officer asked Picasso “Did you do that?” Picasso 
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reputedly answered, “No you did”. “Autonomous works of art too, like this painting firmly 

negate empirical reality, destroy the destroyer, that which merely exists and by merely 

existing endlessly re-iterates guilt.” According to Adorno, there is no work of art which does 

not originate from the empirical reality which it breaks free. He says that it is this which 

constitutes the true relation of art to reality.

Adorno is of the opinion that every commitment to the world must be abandoned to 

satisfy the ideal of the committed work of art, the polemical alienation which Brecht, as a 

theorist invented and as an artist practiced less and less as he bound himself more tightly to 

the role of a friend of mankind. Here he compares the success of Kafka’s and Beckett’s 

works in arousing the fear which existentialism merely talks about. Adorno says that their art 

compels the change in attitude which overly committed works merely demand. 

Adorno then moves further to trace the history of “Commitment” and its problems in 

the French and German consciousness. Adorno presents us with the view of “Art for Art’s 

sake” which was prevalent in France. He brings to our notice that aesthetics dominated there 

and even the most revolutionary writing or extreme avant garde works had a decorative allure 

there. Therefore, the call to existence and commitment was revolutionary there. In Germany 

it is the other way round, a work of art should not have a being of itself. It should be socially 

committed.

Adorno concludes his essay by discussing the politics of autonomous art. When a 

work is merely itself and no other thing, as in a pure pseudoscientific construction, it 

becomes bad art – literally pre-artistic. Moreover, Adorno feels that an emphasis on 

autonomous works itself is socio-political in nature. Adorno advocates a mediation between 

the two stances : not a compromise between “commitment” and autonomy. He states that 

though this is not the time for political art, politics has migrated to autonomous art. He 

explains his conclusion by citing the examples of Kafka and Paul Kee, the cartoonist. 

The question arises whether the writers are politically committed to the society alone 

or the political party which nurtures and supports them. Especially, in a democratic country 
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like India where many parties co-exist, literature and off late-media has been used as a  tool 

to propagate their ideals. Writes produce works that help the dissemination of the ideas of 

these interest groups. Especially in a state like Kerala, where there is a high political 

consciousness among the masses and literacy rate is high. Here, a number of activities on the 

sphere of literature and culture can be viewed as an offshoot of propagating left-wing politics  

or vice-versa. These works of art, contributed greatly in reaching the ideals of the party even 

to the lower strata of the society. Drama was used widely as it was the most popular medium 

which could easily reach to the masses Theatre groups were formed and they performed in 

numerous stages  all over the State with this purpose in mind. 

Yet, a generation of Malayalam writers including Cherukad, K. Damodaran, M. 

Sukumaran, Pattathuvila Karunakaran, B.K. Nair, U.P. Jayaraj, N. Prabhakaran, Ashokan 

Cheruvil produced works in which their politics were evident but of high literacy and 

aesthetic value, we can say that they attained a sort of compromise which Adorno proposed 

or even succeeded in maintaining high literary aesthetic value in spite of being political. 

All this is an old story. At present, the issue of “commitment” is mainly concerning 

the Media. Whether it be print or visual, politics or dominant interest groups has in a way 

swallowed our media which should have been independent. . Now the situation  is that almost 

all  dominant parties own their own television channels and newspapers. The situation has 

worsened upto a state where each channel or newspaper adds their own pinch of salt and 

distort news so as to highlight their views and policies. The common man can read or watch 

different versions of the same issue and draw his/her own conclusions according to his belief 

in the matter. Here, we are reminded of Jean Baudrillard’s comment that, “Gulf war did not 

happen”, He said this in the context of “Simulacra” and ‘Simulacrum’ creation of hyper 

reality by the media. But a rather objective or factual information is hard to find. Competition  

is increasing among parties to secure the ownership of media. Here, the question of 

‘commitment’ remains unanswered. Are they committed to the cause of common good or the 

interest groups that protect and nurture them. Let’s hope that a media which is free from all 

these clutches would emerge strong in days to come when people  open their eyes to this 

dangerous situation. We are in a state where we don’t know, where our media is leading us.  

Time is ripe to wake up, become alert and react. Will a compromise between the two stances 
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as Adorno proposed in case of literary works happen here too? Let’s be positive and hope for

the best.
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