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by Colin Thomas.

Abstract.

This thesis has two principal aims: to demonstrate the centrality of memory to
the philosophy and aesthetics of T. W. Adomo, and to assess its philosophical
sigmficance. Although in recent years Adorno's work has been the object of increased
scrutiny within Anglo- American philosophical circles, as vet little sustained attention has
been devoted to the concept of memory within Adomo's oeuvre. However, in Dialectic
of Enlightenment Adormo and Horkheimer proclaimed that it 1s "by virtue of this
memory of nature in the subject” that "enhghtenment i1s unrversally opposed to
domination.” Gtven that all of Adormo's work 1s concerned to redeem enhghtenment
from domnation, the mmportance of a philosophical mnterpretation of the concept of
memory 1s pivotal for an engagement with the legacy of Adorno’s thought today.

It will be argued that, for Adormo, memory always operates 1n relation to

reification. The construal of this relation enjoins the consideration of a number of
significant categories within Adorno's work: notably tradition, experience, mimesis and
utopia; and further, it serves to situate and distance Adorno from those thinkers - Kant,
Hegel, Heidegger and Bemjamun - with whom he incessantly engages. Finally, by
focusing on the relation between memory and reification, one can gauge the stakes of
the Habermasian critique of Adorno, for it 1s Adorno's understanding of reconciliation
(utopia) as the "remembrance (Eingedenken) of nature in the subject” that 1s the crux
of the agon between Habermas and Adorno. I will argue that it 1s Habermas's failure to
fully engage with the ramifications of Adorno's concept of memory that vitiates his
critique, and indeed, that this failure provides the means for an Adorman critique of

Habermas. It will be argued that memory 1s not aﬁ object of Adorman thought, but

rather, that it provides the utopian texture of that thought.



Introduction.

There 1s, meluctably, an inescapable element of disingenuity in attempting to
expound the thought of Adorno. It was, after all, Adorno's dictum that "Essentially.
therefore, philosophy is not expoundable.” 1 Although one should not thereby blindly
take Adorno at his word, it is incontestable that his thought self-consciously designs its
own formal and substantive recalcitrance before exposition. It could be argued that this
recalcitrance provides the key to understanding why Adorno's critics and commentators
have found themselves simultancously acknowledging the anti-systematic character of
the work under discussion whilst postulating a central concept upon which that oeuvre
depends. Thus, Frederic Jameson argues that, "Adomo's life work stands and falls with
the concept of 'totahty." 2 For (Galhan Rose 1t 1s "retfication" which prowvides the
"cenirifuge” of his work, 3 whereas for Lambert Zwdervaart, "artistic truth” provides
the central optic through which Adorno's aesthetic theory may be re-constructed. 4 One
could imagine an Adomian response to this apona of exposition which would be,
characteristically, aporetic. On the one hand, n line with Adorno's critique of the
foundationalist pretensions of prima philosophia, ihe positing of a "key category” must
inevitably arouse suspicions that an archimedean point within the totality ot his work 1s
being advocated; on the other hand, again in line with Adomo's philosophical practice,
one could argue that the positing of a "key category” m fact functions less as a
foundational principle, and rather as a particular through which the lincaments ot the
unpresentable totality (of that thought) may be discerned. Thus apona would issue 1n
further apona.

It is perhaps not insignificant that each of the commentators cited above should
find a different category to be the key to interpreting Adomo's work. This plurality of

interpretative ciphers, whilst reflecting the context within which each would wish to

situate Adorno, also intimates the ineliminable heterogenetty of his thought. Although 1t

would be tempting to suggest that Adomo's work has something of the quality of a

palimpsest n the face of its interpretations, one must confront the elusive and mobile



quality of his thought with the very real systematic aspects of that thought. Certain
rhetorical formulations re-occur with regularity, as do the dialectical inversions which
intend a protest against theoretical closure whilst providing the closing formulations of
essays with monotonous regularity. But above and beyond the formal and stylistic
consistencies of Adorno's work, there 1s, as has often been noted, a remarkable
substantive consistency to Adorno's work; a consistency which will be approached here
through the notion of "the memory of utopia.”

The principal aim of this thesis 1s to demonstrate the centrahty and sigmticance

of memory in the philosophy and aesthetics of T. W. Adorno. Memory will be

identified as the fulcrum around which Adorno secks to critically contest rerfication;
philosophically through a thinking in constcllations and aesthetically through the
development of the cognitive potential of modermist art. It will be argued that, for
Adorno, memory always operates in relation to reification. The construal of this relation
enjoins the consideration of a number of significant categories within Adorno's work:
notably tradition, experience, mimesis and utopia; and further, it serves to situate and
distance Adomo from those thinkers - Kant, Hegel, Heidegger and Benjamin - with
whom he incessantly engages. Finally, by focusing on the relation between memory and
reification, one can gauge the stakes of the Habermasian critique of Adorno, for it 1s
Adorno's understanding of reconciliation (utopia) as the "remembrance (Eingedenken)
of nature in the subject" 5 that is the crux of the agon between Habermas and Adorno. |
will argue that it is Habermas's failure to fully engage with the ramifications ot Adorno’s
concept of memory that vitiates his critique, and indeed, that this failure provides the
means for an Adornian critique of Habermas. It will be argued that memory 1s not an
object of Adorman thought, but rathe;, that it provides the utopian texture of that
thought.

The construal of the configurations this aporia undergoes in Adorno's work will
proceed both abstractly and concretely: Chapter One will abstractly expound the

relation between reification and memory as an aporia central to Adorno's phlosophy ot

history. Concentrating on Dialectic of Enlightenment and Negative Dialectics, the



discussion will focus on Adorno's construal of the present as a reified return of the
same, i which history is critically comprehended as the perpetuation of pre-history.
The key to this comprehension is Adorno's construal of the fatefulness of universal
history as "the appearance of necessity”. It will be argued that, for Adorno, the memory
of non-identity in reified identity, which would serve to expose necessity as illusory,
cannot re-constitute a lost immediacy. Rather, precisely through its mediation by
tendentially universal reification, such memory figures the possibility of a utopian
release from false necessity through the determinate negation of that necessity; thus the
key to the memonal presentiment of utopia 1s 1dentified as the mediated liberation of
repressed possibility from illusory necessity.

Chapter Two traces the aponia of reification and memory more concretely
through Adorno's "philosophy of language." Concentrating on the essays "On Epic
Naiveté" 6, "Parataxis” 7 and Negative Dialectics, mimesis will be located as the key to
Adorno's attempt to construe the oppositional categories of identity thinking (conceptual
reification) as being indebted to an anterior non-identity that identity thinking
constitutively disavows, the memory of which portends the reconcihation between
universal and particular in which an emphatic concept of identity promised by the
concepts of identity thinking would be realized. The precondition of such realization
would be the recognition that the subject’s autonomy from nature 1s illusory for as long
as the subject fails to remember its mediatedness by nature; memory of nature in the
subject operates as the memory of a constitutive, but unacknowledged non-identity of
the subject with itself.

Chapter Three continues, abstractly, to develop this argument by focusing on
the relation between mimesis and rationality in Adomo's Aesthetic Theory. 8 The
memorial moment of Adorno's aesthetics, it will be argued, lies i his retrieval of the
(non)-concept of the beautiful in nature (das Naturschone) from the oblivion 1t suffers
within Hegelian aesthetics, the consequences of which will be traced through a reading

of Adorno's essay on Schoenberg's Moses und Aron. ?



Chapter Four secks to develop the aporetic relation of memory and
rationalisation immanently within the trajectory of Adorno's philosophy of new music.
Three essays will be central here: "Schoenberg and Progress” 19, "The Ageing of the
New Music" 11, and "Vers une musique informelle.” 12 In each case, the key to
Adormo’s concept of aesthetic modernism will be seen to involve his concept of artistic
material, the historical logic of which will be comprechended as a dialectic of
enlightenment that proceeds from necessity to the liberation of possibihity. The
liberation of possibility provides the speculative moment of identity between the
memorial claims of Adorno's negative dialectic and his aesthetic theory.

Chapter Five will offer an evaluation of the philosophical implications of the
various constellations in which the relation between memory and retfication has been
shown to operate in Adorno's work. This evaluation proceeds via an examination of the
claims of Jirgen Habermas and Albrecht Wellmer to have transcended the limitations
of Adormno's philosophy and aesthetics. Both argue that Adorno's concept of utopian
reconciliation between the subject and nature is vitiated by an untenable contlation ot
materialist and theological categories. Through a reading of Adorno's "Meditations on
Metaphysics” 13, and in particular, through attention to Adorno's aporetic re-working of
Kant's concept of the "intelligible world", I will seek to demonstrate that this critique
must fail insofar as its understanding of Adorno's concept of utopia fails to recogmse
how, for Adorno, memory operates as the pre-condition of utopian reconciliation. The
notion of "the memory of utopia” will be developed in order to demonstrate the

complex temporality of Adorno's "utopian materialism”, a temporahty to which

Habermas and Wellmer remain bhind.



Repetition and the New.

Chapter One: Natural Histor

1. Introduction:

"The means employed in negative dialectics for the penetration of its
hardened objects 1s possibility (Moglichkeit) - the possibility of which
their reality (Wirklichkeit) has cheated the objects and which s
nonetheless visible in each one. But no matter how hard we try for
linguistic expression of such a history congealed in things, the words we
will use will remain concepts.” 1

"The name of history may not be spoken since what would truly be
history, the other, has not yet begun.” 2

Abstractly stated, in its philosophical mtent, Adorno's work, from first to last -
that is, from "The Actuality of Philosophy” (1931)3 to Negative Dialectics (1966) -
takes the form of an aporetic engagement with idealism. Whatever the theoretical
vicissitudes of the intervening three decades, Adorno's critique of the subject of
idealism and its supposed autonomy from nature remains remarkably consistent. For
Adorno, Kant inaugurates philosophical modernity. Intrinsic to this mnauguration 1s
Kant's raising of the concept of possibility to the status of the primary tool of critique.
However, as we will see, for Adomo, Kantian possibility (in the sense of the
transcendental regression to conditions of possibility) remains merely abstract
possibility. Negative dialectics acknowledges that thought must begin from the concept,
for pre-conceptual being can never be an object of experience; 4 1t diverges from
Kantian critique, however, insofar as it renounces the abstract opposition between form
and content, upon which critique predicates itself, a renunciation which rests on the
Hegelian insight that the form/content opposition 1s 1tself internally mediated. The
tracing this logic of mediation 1s the tracing of the history "congealed within things.”
Thus, in Adorno's thought, the aim is to give concretion to the category of possibility by
determining possibility, not as an abstract condition of the cogmtion of objects, but

rather as the immanent experience of possibility within objects. This, Adorno claims,



gives conceptuality an axial turn, for the concept no longer operates merely as the
condition for subsuming particulars under a universal term, but rather takes on a
utopian function, whereby identity would not be the process of rendering what is
qualitatively different quantitatively the same, but acts as a marker for the possibility
that the concept might come to be, in reality, identical with its object: "Living in the
rebuke that the thing is not identical with the concept is the concept's longing to become
identical with the thing. This is how the sense of non-identity contains identity.” 5 Thus,
the hberation of repressed possibility, enacted by negative dialectics, would be
extensionally equivalent to the utopian promise of identity posited, but as yet unrealized
by, conceptuality; the corollary of this claim 1s the further claim that, were this promise
to mdeed be realized, the idenfity between concept and object would no longer be
merely posited, but, as the realisation of the historically possible, actual.

However, in the wake of Marx and Lukacs, Adomo does not pursue a meta-
critical resolution of the antinomies bequeathed to modern thought by Kant, but rather
discerns the truth content of these antinomies to hie i the social pre-condition of
Kantian idealism, namely capitalism. Specifically, this critique discerns a formal
homology between the identity logic of idealist subjectivity and capital's logic of
equivalence. Both the concept and commeodity exchange effect an abstract equalisation
of non-identity through abstraction from, and subsumption of, particulanty under
universality. Again, as with conceptual identity, exchange is not to be demonised, but
rather, under existing inequalitics, to be critically comprehended as the abstract negation
of real possibility, a real possibility of equal exchange that 1s implicit within the concept
of exchange. This is what Adorno means when he claims that, "When we cniticize the
exchange principle (Tauschprinzip) as the identifying principle of thought, we want to
realize the ideal of free and just exchange (7ausch). To date, this ideal 1s only a pretext.
Tts realization alone would transcend exchange." 6 However one should exercise a
degree of caution against too quickly assimilating conceptual identity and the
equivalence of commodity exchange, for in positing their identity one re-capitulates the

very logic of abstract substitutability which ncgative dialectics secks to undermine;



indeed the abstract attribution of a formal identity of conceptual identity and
commodity exchange hides the fact that two different critical strategies are at work in
the detection of the false immediacy of identity. Where the de-coding of capital's logic
of equivalence pre-supposes Marx's account of commodity fetishism, the de-coding of
conceptual identity relies on a quasi-"naturalistic” critique of idealism's philosophy of
history. The attempt to bring these two critical strands together constitutes the difficulty
of Adorno's "materialism."” 7

In this chapter Adorno's response to the aponas of congealed history and
identity thinking will be essayed mitially through a consideration of the philosophical
imphications of his attempt to unhinge a positive concept of universal history through
the concept of natural history. At the heart of this critique of a positive concept of
universal history 1s Adomo's msistence that what such a concept represses 1s the
"hidden” history of suffering. If there is a continuity to history, it is a continuity
constituted less by progress than by the continuity of suffering. ® For "what would truly
be history, the other..." to begin, this continuity must be both recogmsed and
interrupted. It will be argued that thinking this logic of mterruption mvolves construing
the continuity of universal history as necessary appearance or illusion. Adorno's
concept of natural history attempts to expose this illusory necessity through an

immanent critique of the abstract opposition of the concepts of nature and history.

However, for Adomno the block on bringing the illusion of necessity to self-
consciousness is not simply sustained by "the metaphysics of history” °, but also by the
organized control of consciousness effected by advanced capitalism, an orgamzed

control which Adorno and Horkheimer engaged through the concept of the culture

industry. What will be argued here is that Adorno develops a critique of the culture
industry through an exposition of the paralogism of culture performed by the culture
industry. Adorno's response to the retfications specific to both "the metaphysics of
history" and to the culture industry, a reification which (insofar as "every retfication
(Verdinglichung) 1s a forgetting” 10) tendentially verges on total amnesia will be a self-

consciously aporetic advocacy of remembrance (the remembrance of "the possibiity of



which their reality has cheated the objects..."), an advocacy whose most emphatic
demonstration is contained in negative dialectics and the philosophical interpretation of

6

the truth content Amo dermist art.

What emerges from these aporias is yet another aporia which circumscribes the
entirety of Adorno's oeuvre, the aporia of rationalisation and remembrance. As will
become clear, possibility can be redeemed only through remembrance of the
constitutive non-identity that vitiates all claims to posit identity, but this remembrance
can be actualized only by relentlessly pursuing the very rationalisation process that
would, tendentially, occlude the very possibility of the remembrance of non-identity;
which, for Adomo, means the occlusion of the possibility of liberating repressed
possibiity from the illusory immediacy of existing reality. The various configurations in
which this aporia manifests itself in Adorno's work - configurations which hinge on the
modal categorics of possibility, existence and necessity - will be the subject of chapters
2-4. The philosophical difficulties and achievements of Adorno's negotiations of this

aporia will be assessed 1n the final chapter.

2. Universal History and Natural History:

Famously, Adorno writes in Negative Dialectics that "Universal history must be
constructed (konstruieren) and denied.” 1! The construction and demal of universal
history acknowledges the complicity of critical thought with the accumulated violence
and suffering requisite for the dominance of identity thinking whilst attempting to

undermine the spurious necessity for, or purported disinterestedness of, such thinking.

Thus, the present, in which construction and denial are woven together, 18 the key to
the interpretation of history, both as "a quasi-eschatological fulfilment of past hastory"12,
and as the possibility for comprehending, and thus, cntically undermining, the present
simply as a continuation of the past. Such comprehension is to be gained through the
"Minsight into the constitutive character of the non-conceptual in the concept [which]
would end the compulsive identification which the concept brings unless halted by such

reflection.” 13 The difficulty signalled by this passage is, of course, to locate the status



of the "constitutive character” of the non-conceptual. The construction of universal
history 1s the attempt to provide a genealogy of how and why conceptuality has come to
be marked by "compulsive identification.” The denial of universal history attests to the
non-necessary, but deeply calcified force that such a compulsion has for us; it is the
marker for an other history whose character cannot not be stated discursively without
perpetuating its repression, but whose repression must comprehended discursively if the
repression 18 not to become total. This is the aporia of Adormo's Negative Dialectics.
Conceptuality 1s taken to be not inherently repressive, but as having become so; and 1t 1s
Adorno's wager that this history can be comprehended. Such comprehension
guarantees nothing with respect to the ending of repression, but cogmtion of the
contingent nature of domination allows for the distinction between the history of
domination and history as domination. 4 To collapse the first into the second 1s to
produce a variant of the Christological narrative of history as the product of original sin
that eternalizes "sinful reality” with hope placed solely within a transcendent altenty.
Adorno's thought may appear to come perilously close to such a narrative. But for
Adorno, negative dialectics does not "itself” offer a positive narrative of history; rather
it is the immanent critique of all such constructions and concepts; an immanent critique
acutely aware of its historical embeddedness, which aims to discern the layers of
historical experience and practice constitutive of concepts whose reified usage rests on
the forgetting of such historical sedimentation. 15 Thus negative dialectics "rests on the
texts it criticizes” 16 in order to illuminate the historical becoming of world history. Such
immanent critique is given critical purchase only in the light of a transcendent altenity -
utopia - an alterity not posited, or imaged, but itself immanent to, albeit repressed by,
the antagonistic totality of society.

In the Grundrisse Marx, writing on the uneven development of art, law,
relations and modes of production notes that: "7his conception appears as necessary
development. But legitimation of chance. How... (World history has not always existed;
history as world history a result.)" 17 The need to both construct and deny unmiversal

history arguably could be read as Adomo's response (o these notes from Marx, as well
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as to the presumptive triumphalism of (at least a crude reading of) the Hegelian
philosophy of history, for it involves thinking "history [as] the umty of continuity and
discontinuity.” 18 What I want to consider is the function and status of the temporal
strategies and modalities practiced by Adorno's thought that allow for the articulation
and configuration of the relation between continuity and discontinuity. What is the
nature of this relation? In the terms of the quote from Marx cited above 1 will suggest
that what Adorno 1s concerned to account for is the appearance of a continuity with
the past. Arguably, and this is what I want to explore, Adorno's position might be
captured by the assertion that the appearance of continuity with the past is the
phantasmagoric etfect of mythic repetition. What is repeated - what, that is, allows for
continmty - 18 a structure of repetiton in which what 1s repeated 1s, of necessity,
illusory. It 1s by way of comprehending the illusion of necessity that the possibilities not
admutted to the actuality of the present may come to be redeemed. 1°

Adomo's early essay "The Idea of Natural History"”, dehivered as a lecture n
1929, provides a model of the critical de-coding of the appearance of necessity. As has
often been noted, this essay, although unpublished m Adorno's hfetime, casts a
portentous shadow before it, formulating as it does, many of the positions and formal
strategiecs which will appear time and again throughout Adorno's oeuvre. Insofar as this
essay provides a model for the demythologisation of the appearance of necessity 1t is
important to distinguish between distinct senses of necessity. Three senses come under
critical scrutiny: necessity in history (history conceived as a meaningful totality, whether
as progress or decline) the necessity of nature (the enlightenment conception of nature
in which nature is, in principle, deemed to be entirely explicable in terms of law-like
regularities) and nature as necessity (the principle of myth whereby an enchanted nature
performs an eternal repetition of the same.) As has already been argucd, negative
dialectics operates by exposing the non-identity between concepts and the object or
"reality” they purportedly conceptualise. 2° Thus in this essay Adorno will seek to

dialectically mediate the apparently antithetical concepts of nature and history such that
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nature (understood as myth or repetition of the same) and history (understood as "the
occurrence of the qualitatively new") 21 "are mediated in their apparent difference.” 2-
Adorno, in Negative Dialectics, counters interpretations of historical necessity
by claiming that "[T]heory cannot shift the huge weight of historic necessity unless the
necessity has been recognized as realized appearance (Schein) and historic
determination 1s known as a metaphysical accident. Such cognition is frustrated by the
metaphysics of history.” 23 What is questioned then is a conception of history in which
meaning 18 always recuperable, and contingency always converted into necessity. In
"The Idea of Natural History" the concept of appearance or semblance (Schein) is
developed through reference to Lukacs's concept of "second nature” in which what
appears to be immutable or natural is in fact congealed or sedimented history. 24 As a
critical concept, "second nature” exposes the appearance of necessity to be illusory. In
Negative Dialectics, Adomo deploys this strategy, via a quotation from Marx 25, to
exposec the illusory necessity of commodity exchange. Arguing that the essence of the
capitalist exchange process is the tendential supremacy of abstraction, a tendency
encapsulated m a dialectic of appearance or semblance (Schein) and essence (Wesen)
he states that, "What this implies in the real progress of lite to this day 1s the necessity
of social semblance (Schein). Its core is value as a thing-in-itself, value as "nature.” The
natural growth of capitalist society is real, and at the same time 1t i1s that semblance. 26
However the concept of second nature must itself be supplemented by a conception of
nature as historical, or temporal, to demythologise the notion of nature as "value-in-
itself." To this end, Adorno turns to Benjamin's analysis of 7rauerspiel, in which
nature is shown to be immanently temporal through the concept of "transience.” 27 This
conception of nature allows for a formulation of "first nature” not as an immutable
mythic substratum "underlying" history, but rather as what passes away within history,
rwherever an historical element appears it refers back to what passes away within 1t." 28
Thus Adorno's construction of the idea of natural history involves a doubling of

history and nature. 2% History is discerned as both mythic second nature and as

temporal, transient nature; nature is discerned as mythic, pre-historical grvenness and as
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transient, first nature. The abstract opposition of myth and history 1s cntically
undermined by the argument that history has yet to become historical insofar as it
continues to repress the "first” nature that passes away within it, whereas nature is
already "more" than simply mythic givenness due to its transience or passing. The hinge
of this dialectical mediation is provided by the concept of passing or transience
(Vergdngnis), through which, according to Negative Dialectics, "nature and history
become commensurable with cach other.” 3¢ Transience marks the site of a constitutive
non-identity that traverses the concepts of both nature and history, unmasking the
appearance of necessity specific to each concept. This logic of unmasking 1s expressed
by Adorno m the following terms (the italicized part of this sentence 1s quoted by
Adorno in his discussion of natural history in Negative Dialectics): "[IJf the question of
the relation of nature and history 1s to be sertously posed, then it only offers any chance
of solution if it 18 possible fo comprehend historical being in its most extreme
historical determinacy, where it is most historical, as natural being, or if it were
possible to comprehend nature as an historical being where it seems [0 rest most
deeply in itself as nature.” 31 This argument formally proceeds by way on a chiasmatic
inversion of its two clauses and it is the philosophical implications of this chiasmatic
inversion which require elucidation. 32

The strategy of chiasmatic inversion is of course central to the argument of
Dialectic of Enlightenment. The opposition between enlightenment and myth, between
progress and stasis, is, Adorno and Horkhemmer arguc, an opposition drawn by
enlightenment itself: "...the myths which fell victim to the enhghtenment were its own
products.” 33 The concept of natural-history comprehends and undermines this
opposition in order to prepare the way for a "positive concept of enlightenment.” Thus,
as Adorno argues in "The Idea of Natural History” the enlightenment conception of
myth as stasis is already an expression of ( Platonic) Reason's misrecognition of its
other. The concept of natural-history is, as we have seen, to be developed by a critique
of the conception of myth as stasis. 3¢ Thus, against enlightenment's disavowal of myth,

Adorno and Horkheimer argue that "myth is already enlightenment. and enhghtenment
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reverts to mythology.” 35 What is the status of this strategy of chiasmatic inversion?
Adorno argues that the concept of natural history is to be conceived not as a positive
concept but rather as a "change of perspective” 36, a change of perspective whose
principle 1s to be developed chiasmatically.

It would be precipitate to conclude that chiasm denotes merely a rhetorical
principle; rather, for Adomo it denotes a form of thought which undermines the
abstract opposition of concepts without thereby constituting a final term of conceptual
unity. To be sure, in a chiasmatic inversion a moment of identity is required if the
opposites are to be cogmized as indeed opposites or contradictory terms, but, at least in
Adorno's deployment of the chiasm, this moment of identity i1s not be construed as
cither an underlying ground or uwnity for the opposition, nor as the sublated
reconcihation of the opposttion. Chiasm as a form of Adorman thought performs a
process of mediation without reconcihation, which 1s to say, m short, a negative
dialectic. Thus Adorno argues that "as a consciousness (Bewwuftsein) of nomdentity
through identity, dialectics is not only an advancing process but a retrograde one at the
same time. To this extent, the picture of the circle describes 1t correctly. The concept's
unfoldment is also a reaching back, and synthesis is the defimition of the difference that
perished, "vanished," in the concept - almost like Holderlin's anamnesis of the doomed
naturalness. Only in the accomplished synthesis, in the union of contradictory moments,
will their difference be manifested.” 37 As such, chiasmatic thought does not thereby
constitute a "master logic" through which thought would comprehend the identity of
identity and non-identity, but rather a constant process of releasing the non-identity
repressed by abstract oppositions, a process whose "result” is characterized not by a
supposed reconciliation of thought and reality, but rather by the remembrance of the
transience of repressed nature. Chiasmus denotes, therefore, a form of philosophical
remembrance. 38 To this extent chiasmatic thought renounces thought's traditional
mastery over its object. As a "thinking against itselt” 3° negative dialectics 1s not 1n any

sense abstracted from the inversions it practices, rather in constituting the moment of

identity which releases the possibility of non-identity - possibility as non-identity - it
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attests, in the medium of the concept, to what 1s non-conceptual, and therebyv
disenchants the concept. 4 Of this disenchantment of the concept Adorno states that,
"In truth, all concepts, even the philosophical ones, refer to nonconceptualities, because
concepts on their part are moments of the reality that requires their formation, primarily
for the control of nature.” 4! It is with this quasi-anthropological turn of the argument
that chiasmus ceases to be merely a rhetorical principle, and becomes a genealogy of
reason’s fatal forgetting of the nature of which it is both a part and yet which it
transcends. 42 It 1s the mis-recognition of the character of this transcendence that gives

risc to a dialectic of enhghtenment, a mis-recognition which the concept of natural

history seeks both to comprehend and undermine.

3. Reason, sacrifice and the Dialectic of Enlightenment.

The tracing of this genealogy of rcason 1s the task envisaged by Adorno and
Horkheimer's dialectical account of the "proto-history" of subjectivity m Dialectic of
Enlightenmeni. Extending beyond this particular work, this operation, exemplificd n
his work on Kierkegaard, Husserl, Hegel, Heidegger and resulting i Negative
Dialectics, consists in the attempt to offer, by way of an immanent critique of idealist
philosophy, an account of the 'materiality’ that the idealist subject must repress in order
to posit its autonomy. For Adorno, the subject can only attain real autonomy through
an awareness of its conditionedness, that is, through a recognition of what he terms "the
primacy of the object.” 43 In tracing the "proto-history of subjectivity” + n Dialectic of
Enlightenment we could say that Adorno and Horkheimer are attempting (o critically
undermine the bourgeois myth of progress, personified by the Protestant capitalist and
philosophically underwritten through the Kantian trans cendental subject. 4
Paradoxically then, the tracing of the "proto-history ot subjectivity”, subjectivity’s
emergence from undifferentiated nature, and thus the emergence of history from
nature, involves tracing the formation of the transcendental itself, that 1s, tracing the
emergence of the timeless condition for the apprehension of temporahty, without

thereby falling back into pre-critical metaphysics. It 1s, as Peter Osborne has argued 4°,
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the thematization of the nature-history relation that allows for a materialist concept of
social history to be thought by way of "history's natural growth by history itself.” 47
T'hus, accounting for the philosophical substance of this emergence of time from nature
will be central to understanding Adorno's claim that "world history" operates as the
appcarance of necessity. Adorno's dialectic of natural history seeks to mediate the
ditferential temporalities of natural (cyclical time) and social history (linear time) such
that social history's self-conception of itself under the sign of progress (and thus linear
tume) can be critically comprehended as the continuation of natural history. As we will
see, for Adorno, capitalist society, which is predicated upon the most emphatic self-
assertion of its progressiveness and novelty, appears under the guise of the time of
repetition, the eternal return of the same. With the transition from history to world
history - the effective globalization of the market, and thus the simultanization of
"geographically diverse, but chronologically simultancous times"” 48 under the concept
of unrversal time - modermity succumbs to an mversion m which the archaic is
simulated i and through the modem. This diagnosis of modernity's simulation of, and
reversion to, the archaic rests on Adorno's claim that what subtends the claims of
"World History” or "Mectaphysics” is a perpetuated repetition of the emergence of
history from nature, which constitutes less an "essence” of history, etther as immanent
teleology or as a forgetting of Being, than the condition for recogmzing the claims of
historical necessity to be both real and illusory at the same time. Real, because to the
individual the totality appears to have the inexorable logic of fate; illusory, because such
inexorability can be critically comprehended as the failed reconciliation between spint
and nature in and through history. History as "the continuity of suffering” 4° 1s the
unreflective perpetuation of nature's domination by spirit; but history's discontinuity 1s
the perpetual breaking apart of spirit and nature 39, subject and object, the failure of
spirit to fully grasp what 1s non-identical to it, which portends the promise of their non-
violent reconciliation.

Thus the "proto-history of subjectivity" developed in Dialectic of

Enlightenment involves a two-fold task: to both trace the emergence of temporahty



16

from nature and to account for the formation of the transcendental structures of idealist
subjectivity. These tasks are in fact two sides of the same coin, for what is involved in
both cases is the attempt to provide a materialist account of the genesis and formation
of the abstractions of modemn subjectivity and capitalist society. Of course the
philosophical difficulty of such an operation lics in the attempt to account for these
paradoxes (of a nature "prior to" time, and of the emergence of the transcendental
which, by definition, cannot emerge) without reverting either to pre-critical dogmatic
metaphysics or a naive anthropological materialism. The key to this two-fold task lies in
the acceptance of Kant's account of the constitutive role of transcendental subjectivity
in constituting nature as an object for the subject, whilst simultaneously de-coding the
transcendental subject as social labour - an operation pre-figured by Marx - whereby
the subject can itselt be mterpreted as an object 51, or more specifically, "subjectivity 1s

orasped as the object’s form.” 32 In so doing 1t becomes clear that the constitution of

nature as an abstract object is 1 fact the reification of a social relation to nature whose
constitutive principle 1s labour. This operation can best be approached through a

consideration of one of Adorno's most concise formulations of the dialectic of

enlightenment.

That reason is something different from nature and yet a moment within
it - that is its pre-history, which has become part of its immanent
determination. As the psychic force branching out for the purposes of
self-preservation, it is natural, however; once it has been split oft and
contrasted with nature, it also becomes the other of nature. Reason 1s
identical and non-identical with nature, dialectical in accord with its own
concept. Yet the more unrestrainedly reason 1s made into an absolute
over against nature within that dialectic and becomes oblivious of itselt
in this, the more it regresses, as self-preservation gone wild, into nature.
Only as nature's reflection would it be supernature. 52

This passage, assembling all the essential elements of Adorno's dialectic of natural
history expatiates the quintessence of his thought. The first task n expounding this
dialectic is to account for the doubling of nature at work in this passage with reterence

to Kant's determination of nature and time. For Adorno, the primary relation of the
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subject to nature is one of domination through social labour. In this respect Adorno
follows Marx's inversion of idealism. In Negative Dialectics Adorno argues that "Pure
consclousness - "logic” - has come to be: it is a vahdity that has submerged its
genesis.">* It should be noted that Adorno is not here arguing that one should thereby
contlate vahdity and genesis; rather, that by accounting for the genests of what vahdity
is taken to be one can thereby circumscribe the rationality of "pure consciousness” to be
merely instrumental rationality rather than an emphatic conception of rationality. This
recognition derives from what Adorno terms the primacy of the object, the construction
of which mnvolves two distinct senses of subjectivity. On the one hand, ontologically the
subject 1s tself an object, but epistemologically it can be conceived under the guise of
"the object’'s form”. Thus, as Peter Osborne has summarized the notion of the primacy
of the object, "... while all subjects are objects, they are also more than this: distinctive
kinds of "object” endowed with the possibility of opposing themselves to other objects
(Objekt) and turming them mto objects of consciousness (Gegenstand)." 35 The
epistemological sense of subjectivity as constitutive of objectivity, 1s construed by
Adorno as a dialectical moment within a broader, ontological account of objectivity 1n
which, to cite Osborne again, " .... epistemologically, subjectivity 1s not so much
constitutive of objectivity (as is supposed by the transcendentahism of the
phenomenologists) as a "block” to it: "the subjective mediation is a block to objectivity;
it fails to absorb entity, which objectivity is in essence."” 36 Such msight was
unavailable to Kant because he dogmatically conceived the opposition of subject and
object to be a given pre-condition of thought and thus timelessly mvariant. Thus
nature, as object of cognition constituted by the subject can only appear as abstract
matter to be pre-formed through the categories of the understanding in accordance with
the pure intuitions of space and time. Nature cannot critically appear "before" its
constitution by the subject because the very notion of "before” would require the
subject as the condition of temporality. Adorno would agree that nature 1s constituted as
nature for us only through labour; prior to the formation of the subject it 1s not possible

to speak of nature in the sense of nature as an object standing over against the subject.
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But equally the very conceptual model of abstraction and opposition between subject
and object which is presupposed by Kant, that is to say, the very notion of
transcendental conditions of possibility for cognition, remains dogmatically posited.
How is one to pursue a materialism without reverting to dogmatic metaphysics?
Adomo, in following Marx in construing the transcendental subject as spiritualized
social labour, must argue for a conception of nature as being both logically and

ontologically prior to the subject. The argument as it is pursued by the early Marx has

been well reconstructed by Habermas who states that:

Marx 1s assumiung something like a nature in itself. It is prior to the world
of mankind. It 1s at the root of labouring subjects as natural beings and
also enters into their labour processes. But as the subjective nature of
man and the objective nature of therr environment, it is already part of a
system of social labour that 1s divided up mto two aspects of the same
"process of material exchange." While epistemologically we must
presupposc nature as existing in itself, we ourselves have access to
nature only within the historical dmmension disclosed by labour
processes. Here nature in human form mediates itselt with objective
nature, the ground and environment of the human world. "Nature in
itself™” 1s therefore an abstraction, which is a requisite of our thought: but
we always encounter nature within the horizon of the world-historical
self-formative process of mankind. Kant's "thing-in-itself™ reappears
under the name of a nature preceding human history. 57

What then is the status of the doubling of nature in Adomo's dialectic of natural
history? According to Habermas's re-construction of the status of nature in Marx, a
position I am claiming Adomo is deeply indebted to, nature is doubled as both an
historical object and, through a materialist re-writing of the concept of thing-in-itself, as
the pre-temporal material condition of the opposition between subject and object. Of
this second sense of the concept of nature, Adorno displays a deep ambivalence, an
ambivalence which vields philosophical substance in the light of his dialectical construal
of the relation between subjectivity and sacrifice. On the one hand, nature prior to the
emergence of the subject, and therefore of temporality, signifies not an Adamic

condition of harmony prior to the diremption of subject and object. for such a
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conception "....is romantic .... a wishful projection at times, but today no more than a
he. The undifferentiated state before the subject's formation was the dread of the blind
web of nature, of myth ...... Besides, to be undifferentiated is not to be one; even in
Platonic dialectics, unity requires diverse items of which it is the unity." 38 The subject's
hiberation from nature, through the sacrificial process of the domination of nature is the
prerequisite for both the emergence of history from myth, and for the possibility of
cognizing difference or non-identity as opposed to mere indifferentiation. Conceptual
thought and the domination of nature thus prove to be the agents of freedom, a
freedom which is co-terminous with the possibility of history and not to be sought in
any form of return to a pre-lapsarian idyll. Conceptual thought and the domination of
labour become complicit with unfreedom however when reason forgets its material
conditionedness and posits its autonomy from nature as total. Such autonomy can
concetve nature only as an abstract raw material to be pre-formed through syntheses in
which particularnity 1s rendered fungible, of signficance only msofar as it can be
subsumed under a universal concept. It 1s against thas process ot conceptual reitication
that Adorno insists upon an alternative understanding of the pre-temporal character ot
nature as the thing-in-itself. According to this understanding, presented in Negative
Dialectics, "What survives in Kant, the alleged mistake of his apologia for the thing-in-
itself - the mistake which the logic of consistency from Maimon on could so
triumphantly demonstrate - is the memory of the element which balks at that logic: the
memory of non-identity. [...] The construction of thing-in-itsclf and intelligible
character is that of a non-identity as the premise of possible identification; but it is also
the construction of that which cludes identification.” 3% With the concept of the thing-
in-itself. Kant, according to Adorno, forestalls what became, with Hegel, the
philosophy of identity: namely the putative identity of spirit and naturc wherein nature
is nothing but spirit's own self-externalisation. Nature, on this understanding significs a

moment of irreducible opacity for subjective reason, an opacity the memory of which

pre-figures the possibility of a "positive concept of enlightenment.”
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Betore developing more fully Adorno's concept of natural history as the key to
his materialism it should be noted that although Adorno follows Marx in
"matenalistically” de-coding the subject of idealism as spiritualized labour, he does not
follow Marx's construal of history as the history of class conflict, concetving 1t as
tending towards an identity theory through its quasi-deification of production. 6 With
the increasing implausibility of proletarian revolution, the mounting horrors of the State
Socialism and the consolidation of capitalism through state management - monopoly
capitahsm - Marx's historical optimism was no longer viable for Adorno. In his
"Reflexionen zur Klassentheoric” written in 1942 Adorno develops the argument
implicit in Dialectic of Enlightenment, namely that class conflict, far from being the
motor of history, 1s underpinned by the domination of nature. Insofar as "[A]ll hustory
1s the history of class conthict [this 1s] because 1t has always been the same, prehistory.”
61  This quote highlights the fact that Adorno's matenalism can only be termed
"Marxist” in a highly attenuated fashion. Indeed mm providing a genealogy of the
transcendental subject it is arguably to Nietzsche rather than Marx that Adomo 1s
indebted. Adorno follows Schopenhauer and Nietzsche in arguing that formal logic 1s
the result of an anthropological struggle for self-preservation against the physically
stronger powers of nature: "After the unspeakable effort it must have cost our species
to produce the primacy of identity even against itself, man rejoices and basks m s
conquest by turning it into the definition of the conquered thing ..." 62 Adorno docs not
argue that formal logic is merely a pragmatically useful tool; logic 1s rational, as 1s the
struggle for self-preservation against "primal” nature. Where logic, subjective reason,
becomes irrational is in its claim to exhaust what rationality could be. The abstraction of
conceptual thought, and the correlative abstraction of the (logicized) nature over and
against which it stands, are markers of the untruth of its claim to fully exhaust the
object conceived by the concept. Thought's identifying and equalizing functions -
Nietzsche's insight that logical identity is not given but imposed - betoken the sacrifice
necessary in the process of the repression of its genesis. Negative dialectics

acknowledges, in a two-fold sense, what transcends the subject: furstly, the social
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totality whose illusory dominance cannot be demystified whilst the subject continues to
concetve of itself as unmediated by its formation by that totality; and secondly, nature.
which comes to be doubled, as both the abstract, logical correlative of the subject's
autarky, and also as the physical suffering and evanescence of a "nature” undescribable
for discursive reason. The Nietzschean impulse behind this double acknowledgement
hes in his recognition of idealism as "the belly turned mind” in which "...the august
inexorability of the moral law was this kind of rationalized rage at non-identity."63 So
long as spirit refuses to recognize itself as part of nature and thus refuses to mourn the

violence necessary for its autarky, it perpetuates the sacrifice of nature as internalized

sacrifice of itself, and Enlightenment remains pathological.

The 1somorphy between conceptual reification and capital's logic of equivalence
that Adorno seeks to develop is thus the product of an interweaving of motifs derived
from both Nietzsche and Marx. In the Dialectic of Enlightenment it 1s the concept of
sacrifice which bears the burden of rendering this confluence of themes productive.
The excursus on Homer's Odyssey operates as both a thematization of the emergence
of subjectivity and hence, temporahty, from undifferentiated nature, and also as an
allegory of "World History.” Where the chapter on "The Concept of Enhghtenment”
sought to discern the old or archaic in the new by arguing that myth is already
enlightenment, the Odyssey chapter discerns the new m the old, Odysscus as the
"prototype of the bourgeois individual." 4 It is important to notice that m both cases
neither argument rests on a first principle 6° but hinges on the concept of sacrifice
which provides the key for the transition from myth to enlightenment and the reversion
of enlightenment to myth, by way of a dialectical anthropology. "The Concept of

Enlightenment” expounds history as second nature, enlightenment as myth, whereas the

Odyssey chapter expounds nature as historical; natural history requires the doubling of
both nature and history, the dialectic of which "prepares the way for a positive notion

of enlightenment which will release it from entanglement in blind dommation.” ¢ Thus

emergence of history from nature 1s effected through sacnfice.
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Sacrifice is the prototypical instrument of the rational domination and mastery
of nature. As we have seen, Adorno and Horkheimer argue that myth 1s already
enlightenment, that is, myth (or even prior to myth, animistic magic) aimed at the
control and explanation of nature. Sacrifice is a process which presupposes the
exchangeability or substitutability of one object for another. As such, the sacred hic et
nunc of the particular object, its aura, is eviscerated as the object becomes a mere
particular whose meaning is gained only through its subsumption under a universal
concept. The object’s 1dentity is thereby a function of its abstract equivalence with other
objects. This however leads Adomo to the insight that the identity constituted through
sacriticial exchange is a false identity. This insight gains purchase through the claim that
sacriticial exchange is predicated upon an inequality in the process of exchange, an
inequality whose principle 1s cunming. It is this move that allows Adorno and
Horkheimer to read Marx's analysis of the exchange principle that governs bourgeois
society as already writ large in Odyssean cunning. In a later essay, Adorno argues that
"I E Jxchange 1s the rational form of mythical ever-sameness.” But, the formal equality
of legal contractual exchange relations mask the substantive mequality required for the
extraction of surplus value. Formal equality is the mask ot substantive injustice. Thus,
he continues, "[T]hrough this mjustice something new occurs in the exchange; the
process, which proclaims its own stasis becomes dynamic." 67 Allegorically, this
structure is discerned in Odysseus's "rational” overcoming of mythic stasis. His
encounter with the sirens is paradigmatic in this respect, for by taking the mythic deitics
at their word and vet cunningly having himself tied to the ship’s mast, Odysscus breaks
the cycle of fate and passes between Scylla and Charybdis. Dynamic time 1s introduced
into mythic stasis as Odysseus the "proto-burgher” sacrifices present gratification for
future reward (self-preservation). The price of survival is the sacrifice of present
gratification, the separation of art and labour, which, internalized, presages Protestant
asceticism. That something new occurs in the exchange process is dependent not simply

on deceit, but also on substitutability. The triumph of exchange value over use value 15
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thus immanent in the overcoming of mythic fate. Particularity is abrogated by "universal
fungibility " 68

The sacrificial constitution of the identity of the subject is, simultancously, the
self-mutilation of the subject. Odysseus can out-wit Polyphemus only by denying his
own 1dentity in the name of self-preservation. Thus, the constitution of the autonomy of
the subject is, from the outset, vitiated by a fatal flaw, a flaw which, for as long as 1t is
not brought to critical self-consciousness, constitutes human history as the unconscious
perpetuation of natural history: "The history of civilisation is the history of the
mtroversion of sacrifice. In other words: the history of renunciation.” 6 Such
renunciation, and the possibility of its overcoming, are conceptualized by Adorno and

Horkhemmer through the concept of mimesis. Mimesis is a multi-faceted concept within

Adorno's oeuvre (which will be considered at greater length in chapters 2 and 3) but

one can, for the present, distinguish within the argument of Dialectic of Enlightenment
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