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Adorno’s ND2, es pe cially in its Anglophone re cep tion, has had a re mark -
ably chequ ered his tory. If the old Latin prov erb habent sua fata libelli –
books have their fate – has not be come hope lessly an ti quated in this digit -
ised world of ours, then surely it fits here. As a philo soph i cal text steeped in 
a Con ti nen tal tra di tion for eign to just about all of its Eng lish-speak ing
read ers, un abash edly dis miss ive of the ‘an a lytic’ bent of the philo soph i cal
main stream, ham pered by a bad trans la tion, the ND was, for many years,
for the most part, un cer e mo ni ously shoved aside. Opaque, ob scure, pes si -
mis tic, con vo luted, hide bound, ‘Ger manic’ – there was a great deal in this
vein. If the en e mies of the ‘open so ci ety’ wrote pre ten tious and ob scure
non sense de signed to rob good lib er als of their good in ten tions, then here
was proof for all the world to see – that was al ready the tenor of much com -
ing from the Pop per camp at the time of the Posi tiv ist Dis pute.3
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1 24 April 2007. For the sub ti tle I’m in debted to my re spected friend Rolf Tiedemann:
„Post script“ in: Theodor W. Adorno Vorlesung über Neg a tive Dialektik, Frank furt 2003.

2 ab bre vi a tions used: ND: Neg a tive Di a lec tics; DA: Di a lec tic of En light en ment; CT: Crit -
i cal Theory;

3 "... some of the fa mous lead ers of Ger man so ci ol ogy ... are ... sim ply talk ing trivi ali ties
in high-sound ing lan guage ... „ Pop per, quoted in Er nest Gellner (1983): “re view of The 
Posi tiv ist Dis pute in Ger man So ci ol ogy", in Brit ish J. for the Phi los o phy of Sci ence, 34, 
nr. 2, p. 173. Com pared to what he was ca pa ble of in The Open So ci ety that was re mark -
ably tame: „... flat-headed, in sipid, nau se at ing, il lit er ate char la tan, [Hegel] reached the
pin na cle of au dac ity in scrib bling to gether and dish ing up the cra zi est mys ti fy ing non -
sense. This non sense has been nois ily pro claimed as im mor tal wis dom by mer ce nary
fol low ers and readily ac cepted as such by all fools, who thus joined into as per fect a
cho rus of ad mi ra tion as had ever been heard be fore. The ex ten sive field of spir i tual in -
flu ence with which Hegel was fur nished by those in power has en abled him to achieve
the in tel lec tual cor rup tion of a whole gen er a tion.“ (p. 33) The quote is from



Such po lem i cal tones were not just a spill-over from the Cold War. Even
pro fes sional phi los o phers per fectly ca pa ble of study ing the orig i nal were
less than en am oured of a no tion of a philo soph i cal cri tique of phi los o phy –
it must have seemed to many, as it still does to day, as the saw ing off of the
very branch that we are sit ting on. Leszek Kolakowsky, whose in flu en tial
three-vol ume Main Cur rents of Marx ism ap peared in 1978, made short
shift of this ‘anti-philo soph i cal’ phi los o phy, this re na scent ‘cul tural Marx -
ism’ as he saw it, and this seemed merely to con firm what Karl Pop per had
been warn ing about all along. The kind est thing that Kolakowsky could
find to say about the book was that it had „an ex tremely in tri cate syn tax“,
but im me di ately spoilt this by add ing darkly that this was „ev i dently in ten -
tional“, warn ing that it was in any case so brim ful with „He geli an and
neo-He geli an jar gon“ as to make it un fit, so to speak, for hu man con sump -
tion. „The pre ten tious ob scu rity of style and the con tempt that it shows for
the reader might be en dur able if the book were not also to tally de void of lit -
er ary form.“4 This did not augur well.

The role of Adorno’s erst while as sis tant in all of this did not help mat ters
ei ther. Habermas’ much more di gest ible twin pub li ca tions Knowl edge and
Hu man In ter ests (1971) and The ory and Prac tice (1973) fol lowed ex actly
that con ven tional du al ism be tween ‘the ory’ (in the sense of epis te mol ogy)
and ‘prac tice’ (in the sense of a jour nal is tic theo ris ing about pol i tics) which 
both the DA and the ND had sought with so much ef fort to over come. If
Habermas’ cri tique of the ND was based on pre mises that were en tirely an -
ti thet i cal to those of Pop per (not so much its pu ta tive Marx ism be ing the
bone of con ten tion as the ex act op po site: its sup posed pau city in this de -
part ment) it was, for all that, one more voice in that co ali tion of the in dif fer -
ent and the hos tile that would seal the book’s fate for de cades to come.5 The 
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Schopenhauer, but the gusto and acclamation with which Popper brings to it are all his
own.

4 Kolakowsky, op. cit., vol. 3, p. 357. „It is no more pos si ble to sum ma rize Adorno’s
work than to de scribe the plot of an ‘anti-novel’ or the theme of an ac tion paint ing.“

5 This tacit co ali tion of (not only An glo-Saxon) scep ti cism („Most Brit ish phi los o phers
had dis missed the di a lec tic as Teu tonic-mys tery-mongering...“ John Passmore, 1957, A
Hun dred Years of Phi los o phy, p. 76) and SDS ag i ta tion cast a shadow over Adorno’s
last years – from a let ter to Her bert Marcuse: „Ich müßte alles, was ich über die
objektive Tendenz gedacht habe und weiß, verleugnen, wenn ich glauben wollte, daß
die Protestbewegung der Studenten in Deutsch land auch nur die geringste Aussicht hat,
gesellschaftlich eingreifend zu wirken. Weil sie das aber nicht kann, ist ihre Wirkung
fragwürdig in doppelter Hinsicht. Einmal in der, daß sie das in Deutsch land
ungeminderte faschistische Po ten tial anheizt, ohne sich auch nur darum zu scheren;
dann aber insofern, als sie in sich selbst Tendenzen ausbrütet, die – und auch darin



ba ton had been passed onto the ‘sec ond’ gen er a tion – at least in the view of
those who ed ited the jour nals and the so ci ol ogy read ers – and in that pro -
cess the ‘first’ gen er a tion had qui etly been con signed to ‘his tory’. The
usual periodisation that one en coun ters in the lit er a ture – Habermas as both
the ‘sec ond-gen er a tion’ of and right ful heir to the Frank furt School tra di -
tion, he ro ically over com ing the pes si mism and bour geois ide al ism of his
pre de ces sors – dates from this pe riod.6

If one adds to all of this Adorno’s early death, the frag men tary and in -
com plete na ture of the Aes thetic The ory – the com pan ion vol ume to the ND
which saw the light of (Eng lish-speak ing) day only in 1997 – then it be -
comes ex pli ca ble why, even now, more than 40 years af ter the Ger man
orig i nal of 1966, there is still no ad e quate trans la tion of the ND. His tory,
and es pe cially the Eng lish-speak ing phi los o phy departments, has passed it
by.

 * * *

That’s more by way of in tro duc tion, and I don’t want to spend much
more time on the re cep tion of the ND – Wiggershaus, Claussen,
Müller-Doohm cover this much more exhaustively than is pos si ble here7 –
other than to point to the long-term ef fects this has had. To this day his
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dürften wir differieren – mit dem Faschismus unmittelbar konvergieren.“ (S. 440)
(quoted in Kraushaar 1998: Frank furter Schule und Studentenbewegung, vol. 2, p. 440.)

6 It cul mi nated in an odd Adorno con gress in 1983, in which the or gan is ers, Habermas
and Friedeburg, ex cluded the Adorno schol ars from the pro gram (in clud ing the ed i tor of 
the col lected works) with the pe cu liar ar gu ment that this had be come nec es sary in or der
„to main tain the re quired dis tance“. („um den notwendigen Abstand zu gewährleisten.“) 
The in dig nantly os tra cised had to hold their own con gress in Ham burg a year later, not
at all im pressed by the „quar an tine“ im posed upon them, as they point edly com plained,
by the „arbitri elegantiae academicae“, the self-ap pointed ar bi ters of „open dis course
free of dom i na tion“. „In the cur rent cli mate of des per ate and not so des per ate op po si tion 
to Adorno his thought is like an ex ile that knows, come what may, that there is rea son
enough to trust in his own strength. The more the cir cum stances and its op po nents seek
to be lit tle it, the more this grows.“ (Hermann Schweppenhäuser, „Über einige Mus ter
der Kritik an Adorno“ in: Ham burger Adorno-Symposion, 1984, Lüneburg.) One only
needs to read, as par al lel texts, the ed i tor’s post script to the new Lec tures on the Neg a -
tive Di a lec tics (in press) to the di rec tor of the IfS’ con tri bu tion to the Cam bridge Com -
pan ion to Crit i cal The ory to see that this ten sion within the Frank furt School be tween
the fol low ers, re spec tively, of Adorno and Habermas holds unabated in the one area in
which it really matters: in the theory.

7 Rolf Wiggershaus 1994): The Frank furt School: its his tory, the o ries, and po lit i cal sig -
nif i cance; Detlev Claussen: Adorno (in press); Stefan Mul ler-Doohm (2004): Adorno:
An In tel lec tual Bi og ra phy.



work has had a much greater im pact in the arts and the so cial sci ences than
it has in phi los o phy.

But all is not lost, even now: a new trans la tion of the ND is in prep a ra tion, 
the lec ture-course ac com pa ny ing the book has been pub lished and is be ing
trans lated, and the same holds for his lec tures on Meta phys ics, on Kant, on
On tol ogy and Di a lec tics, and on His tory and Free dom8, and a lot else be -
sides. From the spate of mono graphs over the last years once could even
sur mise that the re cep tion of his work within phi los o phy it self, so very be -
lated, has only now be gun in ear nest.9 As the world dark ens, we’re go ing to
be in need of some one ca pa ble of light ing up the gloom.10

Let me turn now to the book it self.
Non-iden tity, to tal ity, re flec tion, negativity – the ‘di a lec tic’ be tween uni -

ver sal ity and par tic u lar ity. These are the terms we need to ad dress, con tain -
ing so much that is for eign to main stream phi los o phy to this day11. Since
the whole ques tion of ‘di a lec tics’ is one of the very few is sues that is still
ca pa ble of se ri ously di vid ing phi los o phers, any one en ter ing this area must
know that this is mined ter ri tory. We must pick our way gingerly.

Let me clus ter my com ments un der the three head ings which Adorno
him self jot ted down for one of the lec tures in the course which ac com pa -
nied the writ ing of the book, namely the lec ture of 11th No vem ber 1965:

„The di a lec tic be comes, as a re sult, es sen tially crit i cal. In sev eral senses: 
a) as cri tique of the claim which holds to the iden tity of con cept and ob ject 
b) as cri tique of the hypostatization of the in tel lect [Geist] con tained therein.
(Cri tique of Ide ol ogy) The strength of this the sis de mands the most stren u ous ef -
fort. 
c) as cri tique of the an tag o nis tic re al ity and its in her ent ten dency to wards self-de -
struc tion. This cri tique is di rected also at dia[lectical] mat[erialism] in as much as
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8 T.W. Adorno (2000): Meta phys ics: con cepts and prob lems, Stan ford U.P., Ed. Rolf
Tiedemann; T.W. Adorno (2006): His tory and Free dom: Lec tures 1964-1965. Ed. Rolf
Tiedemann; T.W. Adorno: Lec tures on Neg a tive di a lec tics (in press).

9 Yvonne Sheratt (2002): Adorno’s Pos i tive Di a lec tic; Deborah Cook (2004): Adorno,
Habermas, and the search for a Ra tio nal So ci ety; Brian O’Conor (2004): Adorno’s
Neg a tive Di a lec tic, MIT Press.

10 For some he’s even be come the „con science of our po lit i cal and aes thetic cri sis“: Mar tin 
Mor ris (2001): Re think ing the Com mu ni ca tive Turn – Adorno, Habermas, and the Prob -
lem of Com mu ni ca tive Free dom, p. 5.

11 Why this should be a ‘cog ni tive uto pia’ (Deborah Cook, 2005, „From the Ac tual to the
Pos si ble: Non iden tity Think ing“ in: Con stel la tions, 12, nr. 1.) or why the heavily pe -
dan tic tone („In con trast to both Sherratt and Bernstein, my view is based on a Marx ist
read ing of ND.“ „... I shall ar gue that re cent in ter pret ers have largely ig nored the spec u -
la tive di men sion of his [Adorno’s] crit i cal theory.“) is puzzling.



this pres ents it self in the guise of a pos i tive sci ence. Hence nega[tive] Dial[ectic]
= re lent less cri tique of ev ery thing ex ist ing.“12

Or, if one trans lates these themes into the kind of top ics that are to be
found in any mod ern Phi los o phy li brary: epis te mol ogy, logic metalogic
and psy chol ogy, his tory and pol i tics.13

1. Epistemology

Within the his tory of West ern phi los o phy, or at least within the dis ci pline
which stud ies this, it has long been ob vi ous that Kant and Hegel con cep -
tual ise truth, free dom and au ton omy in ways that dif fer fun da men tally
from the route taken by New ton, Locke and Hume – that’s the real-world
core to the oth er wise not very il lu mi nat ing ‘con ti nen tal/an a lytic’ dis tinc -
tion.14 Though both tra di tions take their point of de par ture from the Car te -
sian ‘cogito’ and its ex plicit du al ism (res cogitans, res extensa) the way that 
each tra di tion car ries this through, the de tails of the re spec tive
epistemologies dif fer rad i cally – at least on this point there is agreement.

In the New ton-Locke-Hume tra di tion Car te sian du al ism takes the form
that sci en tific truth, the ob jec tiv ity of knowl edge, the enor mous ad vances
within the nat u ral sci ences, are treated as the proper and only realm in
which ques tions of ob jec tiv ity are to be mean ing fully raised, di vid ing the
world up into ob jec tive the o ries on the one hand, sub jec tive val ues, tastes
and opin ions on the other. If it fo cuses in creas ingly, in the course of the
18th and 19th cen tu ries, on the re con struc tion of sci en tific the o ries, on the
‘logic of sci en tific dis cov ery’, its model re mained, in many ways, what it
had been from Ga li leo through to Des cartes: ad vances in knowl edge and
the mathematisation of na ture, the sub sump tion of ob jects and pro cesses
un der ever more gen eral laws, the ex ten sion of the old hypothetico-de duc -
tive logic to ever newer fields, are re garded as go ing hand in hand.15 To this 
day the idea of a ‘uni fied sci ence’ of ev ery thing un der the sun – and a cou -

5

12 T.W. Adorno: pre pa ra tory notes for the lec ture of 11.11.1965. trans lated from
Vorlesung über Neg a tive Dialektik – Nachgelassene Schriften Bd. 16, 2003.

13 There’s a post-mod ern ist ap proach to the ND; there’s an an a lytic ap proach to the ND;
there’s a Marx ist ap proach to the ND; there is a philo soph i cal (or purely
epistemological) ap proach to the ND; there’s a historicising (or ‘his tory of ideas’) ap -
proach to the ND; there’s a psy cho log i cal or psychoanalytical ap proach to the ND.

14 an a lytic/con ti nen tal dis tinc tion.
15 Jon a than Is rael (2001): Rad i cal En light en ment – phi los o phy and the mak ing of mo der -

nity, 1650-1750.



ple of other places be sides – ex erts a pow er ful fas ci na tion, and not just in
the natural sciences.16 

From Hume’s anal y sis of the pro cess of in duc tion to Rus sell’s in flu en tial
„On de no ta tion“ 200 years later, epis te mol ogy in the ‘an a lytic’ mode not
only con cen trates on the cog ni tive as pect of the re la tion ship be tween con -
cepts and ob jects, but the very word it self – ‘an a lytic’ – in vokes some very
an cient hab its of thought. For it im plies that, for all the ob vi ous prob lems
that we get into by sim ply say ing what we think, that there’s a ‘tie-up’
some where be tween con cepts and ob jects that is suf fi ciently firm for us to
be able to speak of an ‘ad e quacy’17 or a ‘re flec tion’ be tween the two – an
‘ad e quacy’ that is sub stan tial enough to give weight to our as ser tion when
we claim that sen tence ‘p’ is ‘true’. This truth of ‘p’ („the cat sat on the
mat“) de pends on one’s abil ity to sub stan ti ate that this is an ad e quately ac -
cu rate de scrip tion of a state of af fairs that did in deed tran spire, at a cer tain
time, as claimed, and not just a fig ment of the imag i na tion. No court of law
could func tion with out the con fi dence that, when the chips are down, the
cog ni tive-de scrip tive as pect of many such sen tences can be made plau si ble 
enough to con vince even the most sceptical of ju ries. (Where it may be
worth point ing out, as an an tic i pa tion of themes to be cov ered in a later pa -
per, that even in ex am ples as ba sic as this, our use of the pred i cate ‘true’ al -
ready pre sup poses two quite sep a rate mo ments: not only the orig i nal sen -
sory per cep tion, but also: the intersubjective com mu ni ca bil ity, to at least
one other sub ject, of what has now become a first-person report, to an
uninvolved interlocutor – who now has this, quite literally, ‘on hearsay’.)

But the term ‘an a lytic’ has a sec ond set of con no ta tions, in ad di tion to the
strictly cog ni tive-sen sory as pect just touched upon. The name of the school 
that once dwelt on this side of things – ‘log i cal at om ism’ – says it ex plic -
itly: sense per cep tion, in this tra di tion, is in voked not only as a ba sis for the
‘truth con tent’ of sen tences that re port ob jects and pro cesses, but also, just
as fun da men tally, for the truth of log i cal-math e mat i cal op er a tions18. The
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16 c.f.: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uni fied_Sci ence
17 adaequatio rei et intellectus
18 In the fa mous Tractatus for mu la tions, the state ments them selves were meant as log i cal

pre mises: 
1 Die Welt ist alles, was der Fall ist. 
1.1 Die Welt ist die Gesamtheit der Tatsachen, nicht der Dinge. 
1.11 Die Welt ist durch die Tatsachen bestimmt, und dadurch, dass es alle Tatsachen
sind. 
1.12 Denn, die Gesamtheit der Tatsachen bestimmt, was der Fall ist und auch, was alles
nicht der Fall ist. 



in tense re search into the way that chil dren learn to make log i cal, arith me -
tic, math e mat i cal judge ments, start ing with the work of Jean Piaget in the
fif ties, con firms what ev ery par ent of a two-year-old will know: that there’s 
some thing sen sory about learn ing that ‘two plus two equal four’. The
‘Wesensschau’ of Husserlian phe nom en ol ogy and the lat est find ings con -
cern ing the cog ni tive op er a tions of in fants and young chil dren19 – how ever
far re moved in their re spec tive ‘frames of ref er ence’ they may be – have in
com mon that they lend sup port to some rather ba sic in tu itions that we all
seem to have, prob a bly go ing back to child hood, namely that ‘two-ness’
‘three-ness’ is a qual ity of things, of what it is that we perceive, and not at
all mental constructs that we merely project.

The ten sion be tween these two poles within epis te mol ogy, the em pir i cist
and the ra tio nal ist, is very an cient, go ing all the way back to a well-known
am bi gu ity in the Ar is to te lian no tion of ‘sub stance’ – ex press ing, as it does,
both sen sory per cep tion in the em pir i cist mean ing and ‘ideas’ on the Pla -
tonic model, all at once. Not so dif fer ent from our own no tion of ‘fact’
today, for that matter.

It means, in other words, that we’re deal ing, in epis te mol ogy, not only
with du al ism in the Car te sian sense, in the sense of valo ris ing the ra tio nal -
ist/em pir i cist as pects of knowl edge at the ex pense of all other modes, but
with an even older set of prob lems aris ing from dif fi cul ties in rec on cil ing,
within an a lytic phi los o phy, the ra tio nal ist/em pir i cist poles them selves20 –
what it was that had given Wittgenstein so much trou ble in the Tractatus.
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1.13 Die Tatsachen im logischen Raum sind die Welt. 
1.2 Die Welt zerfällt in Tatsachen.

19 "the com pe tent in fant" – Spitz, Stone, Smith & Murphy, Dornes.
20 "There are two pre dom i nant con cep tions arche, or pro ton, run ning through the whole

his tory of phi los o phy. On one side is the idea that what is di rectly given, the im me di ate
facts of con scious ness, should be pos ited as pri mary; from the con nec tions be tween
them the sub jec tively ori en tated form of epis te mol ogy sought to con struct the. quin tes -
sence of that which is. On the other side, how ever, pri mary sta tus is given to the pure
con cept, which al ways stands at the or i gin of ra tio nal is tic ver sions of epis te mol ogy.
Epis te mol ogy has worn it self out try ing to rec on cile these two no tions of the pri mary,
which ex clude each other, so that you might have rea son to doubt the va lid ity of the
whole ap proach which pos its some ab so lutely pri mary thing." Adorno: „lec ture seven,
15 June 1965", Meta phys ics – Con cepts and Prob lems. This is much closer, at least as
far as the rec og ni tion of what it is that needs to be ex plained is con cerned, to Rus sell
than the usual heavy em pha sis on Adorno be ing a He geli an would lead us to sus pect: “It 
is ... im por tant to dis cover whether there is any an swer to Hume within the frame work
of a phi los o phy that is wholly or mainly em pir i cal. If not, there is no in tel lec tual dif fer -
ence be tween san ity and in san ity. The lu na tic who be lieves that he is a poached egg is
to be con demned solely on the ground that he is in a mi nor ity, or rather – since we must
not as sume de moc racy – on the ground that the gov ern ment does not agree with him"



Here then we have a first sense in which we could speak, with Adorno, of
the „non-iden tity“ of ‘thought’ with its ob ject, and also an al ter nate way of
ex plain ing the ba sic is sues – this time not by re course to Hegel, but to Rus -
sell and Wittgenstein. That gap that opens up be tween ‘sub ject’ and ‘ob -
ject’ at any rate, be tween the em pir i cal-cog ni tive and the log i cal-sym bolic
as pects of our no tion of ‘facts’21, that Hegel had been the first to have
thematised ex plic itly, is not quite that Teu tonic con spir acy that so many of
his de trac tors claim to have made out – it turns out to go all the way to am -
bi gu ities in Ar is totle’s no tion of ‘sub stance’. „Its name [di a lec tics – fvg]
says to be gin with noth ing more than that ob jects do not van ish into their
con cept, that these end up in con tra dic tion with the re ceived norm of the
adaequatio.“22 This far, one could imag ine both Rus sell and Wittgenstein
nod ding their agree ment, that there is noth ing un in tel li gi ble about this
state ment – or even un ex cep tional. That’s what epis te mol ogy is about: the
problematic relationship of concepts and objects.
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(Rus sell 1946: 646). „The prob lem of in duc tion by sim ple enu mer a tion re mains un -
solved to this day...This sit u a tion is pro foundly un sat is fac tory“ (ibid: 529-530) To say
that Adorno is com ing from Hegel, Marx and Freud is not suf fi cient. Nor does it help all 
that much, the way that Mar tin Jay does, to con cen trate on the re la tion ship be tween
Marx ism and to tal ity. One gets a lot fur ther if one ex am ines these sep a rate, dis tinctly
dif fer ent conceptions of totality: within analytic philosophy, within Darwin and
Darwinism, within Hegel, and within Freud.

21 Once the ‘ob jec tive ness’ of the catness or matness of my per cep tions are no lon ger tied
to the pos tu late of the old Ar is to te lian iden tity of the con cept-cat with the ob ject-cat
(‘A’ = A), a chasm opens up be tween my con cept-cat and the re al ity-cat, be tween ‘sub -
ject’ and ‘ob ject’. From Kant on wards three-dimensionality, time and cau sal ity are no
lon ger treated, as they are in Aristotelianism, as at trib utes of the ob ject, but in stead as a
pri ori-con di tions for the pos si bil ity of per cep tion in gen eral. In duc tion and de no ta tion
pre sup pose three-dimensionality, time and cau sal ity – in this sense, al though it is not yet 
what Adorno means by this, from Kant on wards all thought is ‘non-iden ti cal with its ob -
ject’. It is a typ i cally Kantian ar gu ment to point out that in an on to log i cal sense, ‘ul ti -
mately’, we can never know what a cat or a mat ‘re ally’ is, since both are de pend ent on
cat e go ries, on cog ni tive struc tures, all the way to the neurophysiology of the brain,
which lay down the con di tions for the pos si bil ity of em pir i cal ob ser va tions al to gether,
with out them selves ‘be ing’ em pir i cal ob ser va tions. If the con cepts I use to de scribe the
ob jects I see be long to the realm of a shared sym bolic uni verse – as op posed to re flect -
ing ‘idea-thing’-com pos ites (‘sub stances’) on the Ar is to te lian model – then a gap opens
up be tween sub ject and ob ject, be tween the ‘für uns’ and the ‘an sich’, be tween the ‘in
it self’ and the ‘for us’. From Hegel on wards the sub jec tive world and the ob jec tive
world as it were part com pany, each ac quir ing a his tory, and epis te mol ogy nudges into
‘universalgeschichte’. The Phe nom en ol ogy of Mind is not just a de scrip tion of in di vid -
ual mind mov ing to wards con scious ness and universality but also a recapitulation of the 
history of the species, of social evolution – at least in one sense of the term.

22 ND, 16.



So much for the first sense of ‘non-iden tity’, for the first of those sen -
tences that Adorno jot ted down for his lec ture of 11.11.1965: „cri tique of
the claim which holds to the iden tity of con cept and ob ject“.

What about the other two? ‘Non-iden tity’ in the sense of a „cri tique of the 
hypostatization of the in tel lect“, and ‘non-iden tity’ in the sense of a „cri -
tique of the an tag o nis tic re al ity...“?

2. Logic and Psychology

To dis cuss this sec ond and third mean ing of ‘non-iden tity’ it is nec es sary to 
dis en tan gle the term ‘iden tity’ it self.23 In the his tory of West ern Phi los o phy 
‘iden tity’ has had three dif fer ent mean ings, and they are not al ways kept
an a lyt i cally dis tinct:24

• Identity in the logical sense: A=A. Tertium non datur, the law of the 
excluded middle. Logic, and a great deal of science, is hardly
possible without a clear consensus on ‘what is what’, on definitions.
A=A; it stays that way, and is not the same as B. If modern physics
has famously demonstrated that, at least at the sub-atomic level, in
some very circumscribed situations, the laws of logic no longer
hold, it merely underscores the general principle: no science without 
formal logic and clear definitions.

• Identity in the psychological sense. The shock of simultaneous
recognition and estrangement that one feels when confronted by old
family photographs – to invoke one of those experiences from
everyday life that are the basis for so much in psychology – seem to
go back to the kind of violations of the ego that first motivated
Freud to postulate a structural model for the psyche. The ‘I’ looking
at the photograph knows itself to be both ‘identical’ and
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23 "Das Wort Identität war in der Geschichte der neueren Philosophie mehrsinnig. Einmal
designierte es die Einheit persönlichen Bewußtseins: daß ein Ich in all seinen
Erfahrungen als dasselbe sich erhalte. Das meinte das Kantische ‘Ich denke, das alle
meine Vorstellungen soll begleiten können’. Dann wieder sollte Identität das in allen
vernunftbegabten Wesen gesetzlich Gleiche sein, Denken als logische Allgemeinheit;
weiter die Sichselbstgleichheit eines jeglichen Denkgegenstandes, das einfache A = A.
Schließlich, erkenntnistheoretisch: daß Subjekt und Objekt, wie immer auch vermittelt,
zusammenfallen. Die beiden ersten Bedeutungsschichten werden auch von Kant
keineswegs strikt auseinander gehalten. Das ist nicht Schuld eines laxen
Sprachgebrauchs. Vielmehr bezeichnet Identität den Indifferenzpunkt des
psychologischen und logischen Mo ments im Idealismus." (ND 145)

24 Habermas husserl quote: in the his tory of thought this con fu sion was not a con fu sion at
all; it was con sti tu tive for the emer gence of ‘thought’. In au gu ral lec ture: x



‘non-identical’ with that child peering into a long-forgotten
camera-lens; is forced to concede, for one vertiginous moment, what 
it is the very function of the ego to deny and obscure: its own
contingency, its own temporality, its own mortality.25 Under
conditions of post-modernity – if by this term one means that
thoroughly dissociating barrage of apocalyptic news, unassimilable
information, impossible workplace demands that so many people are 
faced with in their daily lives – it becomes increasingly difficult to
find convincing answers to the old Kantian questions: „who am I?
where do I come from, where are we going? How am I to know
what to do?“26

• Identity in the sense of Hegel’s Universalgeschichte; the history of
the (our) species, the ‘real’ dialectic of subject and object in history,
together with its putative ‘identity’ in modern, market-driven,
capitalist society.27

If we look at these three mean ings of iden tity, we see that An a lytic Phi los o -
phy re ally only deals with the first: with the log i cal-se man tic side of
things.28
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25 Heidegger’s cen tral theme in Be ing and Time.
26 Iden tity pol i tics, the quest for ‘rec og ni tion’. i.e. this has both an in di vid ual com po nent

(thematised e.g. by Ste phen Frosh, 1991, Iden tity Cri sis: mo der nity, psy cho anal y sis,
and the Self) as well as a col lec tive as pect, as thematised in the ‘iden tity pol i tics’ and
the ‘quest for rec og ni tion’ lit er a ture: c.f. Fred Dallmayr (1997): „The Pol i tics of Non -
iden tity: Adorno, Postmodernism – and Ed ward Said“ in: Po lit i cal The ory, 25, nr. 1, p.
33-56.

27 Bernstein: from Hegel’s cau sal ity of fate to the DA. 
28 In Wittgenstein it would be worth prob ing why this is a mat ter of such pride: „Das Buch 

behandelt die philosophischen Probleme und zeigt – wie ich glaube – dass die
Fragestellung dieser Probleme auf dem Missverständnis der Logik unserer Sprache
beruht. Man könnte den ganzen Sinn des Buches etwa in die Worte fassen: Was sich
überhaupt sagen lässt, lässt sich klar sagen; und wovon man nicht reden kann, darüber
muss man schweigen. 
Das Buch will also dem Denken eine Grenze ziehen, oder vielmehr – nicht dem
Denken, sondern dem Ausdruck der Gedanken: Denn um dem Denken eine Grenze zu
ziehen, müssten wir beide Seiten dieser Grenze denken können (wir müssten also
denken können, was sich nicht denken lässt). Die Grenze wird also nur in der Sprache
gezogen werden können und was jenseits der Grenze liegt, wird einfach Unsinn sein.“
(Wittgenstein, Tractatus, in tro duc tion.) It may just have been this al most school book
para phrase of Hegel’s cri tique of Kant that in spired Wellmer’s „Lud wig Wittgenstein:
On the dif fi cul ties of re ceiv ing his phi los o phy and its re la tion to the Phi los o phy of
Adorno“ in (ibid. 1998): Endgames. 



Where then does this heavy in sis tence come from, in the ND, that phi los -
o phy should also be ex tended to psy chol ogy and his tory?29

Let me start by say ing some thing about the first of these: the re la tion of
Logic to ‘psy cho’-logic, i.e. psy chol ogy. This too has a very ven er a ble his -
tory in Epis te mol ogy. If the Kantian ‘an swer’ to Hume’s scep ti cism had
been to fo cus on the ‘a pri ori’ or in nate as pects of cog ni tion and the mind,
then whence the skit tish ness, on the part of phi los o phers in gen eral (and not 
just Adorno and the Frank furt School) in the face of em pir i cal psy chol ogy,
right down to to day’s cog ni tive sci ence, with its pen chant for turn ing epis -
te mol ogy into ex per i men tal psy chol ogy?30 Is it just the pres tige of be ing
housed in the Old Quad that keeps the Phi los o phy De part ment from va cat -
ing the pre mises in favour of Neurophysiology and the brain-scan people?

In pon der ing these is sues one could re turn to the cri tique of the
‘adaequatio’ in the ND. Crit i cal The ory’s re jec tion of the ‘copy’ the ory of
truth is not just a po lemic against ‘in stru men tal rea son’, or again Sci ence
and Tech nol ogy as Ide ol ogy, to use a book-ti tle of Habermas. It is also a
prob ing of the col lec tive psy chol ogy in volved in the orig i nal emer gence, in 
clas si cal Greece, of ‘theoria’, of the the o ret i cal frame of mind it self. This is
the dis tinc tion Kolakowsky is get ting at when he says: „Hegel is not writ -
ing about the Mind, he is writ ing the Mind’s au to bi og ra phy.“31

On re flect ing on this as pect of the mean ing the ‘non-iden tity of thought
with its ob ject’ we are ap proach ing what in the DA is dealt with in the ex -
cur sus on Odys seus (or Ulys ses), and then in the ND is dealt with, in a
much more con densed form, in the no tion of mimesis.

The mind, the hu man psy che, has, as its most ba sic im pulse – long be fore
there is speech, ra tio nal thought, rea son or a clearly de mar cated sense of in -
di vid u al ity – an in tense drive to ‘iden tify’ with the ‘other’: dur ing child -
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29 One could sur mise that it is this in sis tence, the rea sons for it, that many of those social -
ised on the an a lytic side of the an a lytic/con ti nen tal di vide, even those sym pa thetic to
‘con ti nen tal’ themes, find so hard to swal low: „Tra di tional log i cal pos i tiv ism was com -
mit ted to at om ism – the view that re al ity can be fully de picted by a set of dis tinct facts,
each sep a rate from the oth ers – to cer tain stan dards of clar ity of lin guis tic us age, to the
use of for mal logic as a ba sic tool of philo sophic anal y sis, and to the fi nal ground ing of
all em pir i cal knowl edge in di rect per cep tion. The di a lec ti cal ap proach de vel oped orig i -
nally by Hegel and adopted by the mem bers of the Frank furt School re jects all of these
com mit ments. They re ject at om ism and the view that all knowl edge could be grounded
in im me di ate sense per cep tion be cause they be lieve that so ci ety is a his tor i cally con sti -
tuted to tal ity. What, how ever, about posi tiv ist stan dards of clar ity and the role of
logic?“ Ray mond Geuss (2004): „Di a lec tics and the rev o lu tion ary im pulse“, Cam bridge 
Companion to Critical Theory, p. 122.

30 M.R. Bennett and P.M.S. Hacker (2003): Philo soph i cal Foun da tions of Neu ro sci ence.
31 Op. cit, vol. 1, p. 60.



hood with what the G.H. Mead called the ‘sig nif i cant other’, later on with
the lat ter’s de riv a tives, the ‘cos mos’, the ‘uni verse’, the to tal ity of things.
From the Freud ian ‘oe di pal triad’, the Lacanian ‘mir ror phase’, the em pir i -
cal psy chol o gists’ ‘at tach ment the ory’, to an thro pol ogy’s at tempt to
‘place’ these spe cies-spe cific ‘mi metic’ pe cu liar i ties that we have in a Dar -
win ian-func tion al ist frame work, there can be no doubt that the or i gin of
‘Mind’, the hu man psy che – the very ba sis for our think ing – has a real his -
tory that is a lot older than the or i gins of phi los o phy it self. This is the rea son 
why, in the ND, ‘mi me sis’ is treated as a con stant – as a spe cies-spe cific an -
thro po log i cal ‘uni ver sal’ – that un der lies all forms of thought, even the
most prim i tive and the chro no log i cally most dis tant32, and even those
forms of thought (art, music) that are quite antithetical to logical-discursive 
thought.

Mi me sis and logic. The one an an thro po log i cal-emo tional-psy cho log i cal 
uni ver sal, the other a ‘think ing’, a mode of thought op er at ing on the ba sis
of sym bols, of ab strac tions, and the rules that gov ern their in ter re la tion -
ship. The sen tence „2+2=4" rep re sents a rule that needs to be learnt, and not 
a de scrip tion of a state of af fairs, not a ‘fact’, says the later Wittgenstein,
the chas tened one who had left that ‘on tol ogy of the fac tual’ be hind him on
which the Tractatus had been pre mised.33

The idea that logic, think ing, thought it self should be, can be, based in its
turn on some thing else, is of course thor oughly par a dox i cal. Think ing
about think ing is af ter all also a think ing, whether we then call it
meta-logic, speech-act the ory, or dialectics.
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32 Bruffeaut... Benjamin...
33 From Wittgenstein’s ex ten sion of logic and math e mat ics into the area of lan guage, to

Quine’s at tack on the dis tinc tion be tween an a lytic and em pir i cal knowl edge, to Aus tin,
Searle’s and Pearce’s thematisation of the pragmatics of logic and lan guage use – the
theme they have in com mon is the re jec tion of ‘sense cer tainty’ as some kind of ‘ul ti -
mate’ foun da tion of knowl edge. Quine’s re jec tion of the an a lytic/syn thetic dis tinc tion
(and hence the idea that there’s some spe cial dig nity about logic and anal y sis as op -
posed to moral/prac ti cal com mit ment) mir rors the Fichtean ‘das apriori ist das
aposteriori’; i.e. it is the be gin ning of historicisation as a spe cific method of deal ing
with what was thought to be so prob lem atic about Kantian du al ism. The ge netic el e ment 
is added; or rather: ‘re flec tion’ en ters upon the scene. Cats and mats are no lon ger, in
the an cient Ar is to te lian man ner, re garded as ‘es sences’, ‘ideas’, as time less uni ver sals
which both ‘re flect’ the real world but are at the same time ‘be yond’ it. ‘Be ing’ – with
the am bi gu ity of ly ing some where be tween ‘sub ject’ and ‘ob ject’, par tak ing of both
with out a sharp di vide. The word ‘cat’ is split off from the furry/purry an i mal thus de -
noted; the word becomes part of our (species-specific) penchant for communicating
about everything.



Here, I can do no more than to name a few head ings un der which this has
been dis cussed in the lit er a ture, and say a few words on each.

i) If the word ‘mi me sis’ cap tures some thing so fun da men tal about hu man 
na ture that it per me ates ev ery thing we’ve ever thought and done, then it
must have left traces in the his tor i cal re cord. Lan guage, and es pe cially the
for mal struc ture of lan guage, would be the place to look for such pos si ble
traces of the var i ous stages that so ci et ies, and hence also thought, have
passed through at some point, on its – their – way to the pres ent. Our psy che 
af ter all bears not only the im print of our child hood ex pe ri ences, (that’s
how psy cho anal y sis af ter all works: by mak ing these ex plicit) but also a
much more an cient his tory, the ba sis for a kind of ‘phy log eny of the mind’.
In the words of the DA:

„Men had to do fear ful things to them selves be fore the self, the iden ti cal, pur pos -
ive, and vir ile na ture of man, was formed, and some thing of that re curs in ev ery
child hood. The strain of hold ing the I to gether ad heres to the I in all stages; and
the temp ta tion to lose it has al ways been there with the blind de ter mi na tion to
main tain it. The nar cotic in tox i ca tion which per mits the atone ment of death like
sleep for the eu pho ria in which the self is sus pended, is one of the old est so cial ar -
range ments which me di ate be tween self“pres er va tion and selfdestruction „ an at -
tempt of the self to sur vive it self. The dread of los ing the self and of ab ro gat ing
to gether with the self the bar rier be tween one self and other life, the fear of death
and de struc tion, is in ti mately as so ci ated with a prom ise of happiness which
threatened civilization in every moment.“

There is here, in other words, a the ory of lan guage which seeks, within the
in ter stices of lan guage it self, traces of that ‘other’ of rea son that could lay
bare el e ments of a non-vi o lent, non-ex ploit ative re la tion ship to wards na -
ture and our selves.34

That there are as pects here, in this ‘par al lax view’ en com pass ing both an -
thro pol ogy and lan guage, that an tic i pate the later, so-called ‘lin guis tic
turn’ in CT, goes with out say ing.35
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34 alien ation, Tiedemann: ‘constellative’ think ing.
35 The lit er a ture on the term mi me sis in Adorno’s work is grow ing: c.f. Josef Früchtl

(1986): Mi me sis: Konstellationen eines Zentralbegriffs bei Adorno; „Mi me sis als
Lebensform und Theorieverhalten. Veröffentlichungen zum 100. Geburtstag von T.W.
Adorno“ in: Zeitschrift für Re li gions- und Geistesgeschichte, 2004, vol. 56, nr. 4, p.
366-373. For the older lit er a ture c.f.: Erich Au er bach (1953): Mi me sis – The Rep re sen -
ta tion of Re al ity in West ern Lit er a ture. (transl. W.R. Trask.)Princeton UP.



3. His tory and Pol i tics

Let me now, be fore launch ing into the last part of this pa per re turn to those
lec ture cues that Adorno had jot ted down for his own use, on the oc ca sion
of that lec ture of 11.11.1965. This time I’ll read these sen tences in the con -
text in which they appear:

„With the dis so lu tion of ev ery thing which is given, sub stan tial, all ide ol o gies be -
come in creas ingly thread bare and ab stract; ob served amongst em i grants un der
pres sure. 
What is pos i tive ... is in it self al ready true, i.e. the move ment of the con cept is ar -
bi trarily ar rested. Positivity as fe tish i.e. what it is that is af firmed is not en quired
af ter. For that very rea son how ever it is the neg a tive, i.e. that which is sub ject to
cri tique. 
It is this which in the end brought me to the con cep tion and the ter mi nol ogy of a
neg a tive di a lec tic. 
It is this now which holds for the so ci ety in its en tirety: the to tal ity of all ne ga tions 
be comes the positivity. ‘Ev ery thing real is rea son able’36. 
This no lon ger valid. Just as the pos i tive pre sup po si tion of mean ing is no lon ger
pos si ble with out be com ing men da cious (- who’s pre pared to ven ture, af ter
Auschwitz, that life is mean ing ful!) so the the o ret i cal con struc tion of a positivity
from the con crete em bodi ment of the ne ga tions is no lon ger pos si ble. 
2) The di a lec tic be comes, as a re sult, es sen tially crit i cal. In sev eral senses: 
a) as cri tique of the claim which holds to the iden tity of con cept and ob ject 
b) as cri tique of the hypostatization of the in tel lect con tained therein. (Cri tique of
Ide ol ogy) ... 
c) as cri tique of the an tag o nis tic re al ity and its in her ent ten dency to wards self-de -
struc tion. 
This cri tique is di rected also at dia[lectical] mat[erialisms] in as much as this
presents itself in the guise of a positive science. Hence negat[ive] Dial[ectic] =
relentless critique of everything existing."

What I’ve done up un til now is to ex plore, along the as so cia tive chain
pro vided by the term ‘non-iden tity’, how this term could be made plau si ble
with re gard to points ‘a’ and ‘b’ in the above: 

- firstly, within epis te mol ogy in the sense of a ‘non-iden tity of con cept
and ob ject’, and sec ondly:

- within the cri tique of ‘in stru men tal rea son’ as a ‘mi metic’ re la tion ship
with that which is life less and in hu man in ‘outer na ture’. (The ‘non-iden -
tity’ of in stru men tal rea son with an unpacified outer and inner nature.)
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36 [Rolf Tiedemann:] Hegel’s no to ri ous sen tence from the “Phi los o phy of Right".



What about the last of those points that Adorno had jot ted down, the bit
about the ‘non-iden tity’ of hu man ity and its own sur vival? Hu man his tory
seems to be con ceived here, at one and the same time, as ob jec tively di sas -
trous, and the ul ti mate ‘ground’ of a Crit i cal The ory that has taken to heart,
has ‘raised to con scious ness’, what it was that was as in ad e quate in the ide -
al ism of ‘tra di tional the ory’ as it was in the materialism of Marx.

There’s no doubt that this is the sec tion that is the most con ten tious, that
has been both the ba sis for Adorno’s grow ing rep u ta tion within Lit er a ture
and the Arts (what, af ter all, would be left over of aes thet ics with out that
main stay of all re flec tion about the conditio humana: our mor tal ity, the
tran si to ri ness of all earthly things?) and the ba sis for Habermas’ later re bel -
lion, right through to his re-ground ing CT on an en tirely dif fer ent set of
assumptions. 

In Adorno’s lec ture cues this last point reads:
„di a lec tic ... as a cri tique of the an tag o nis tic re al ity and its in her ent ten -

dency to wards self-de struc tion“.
In the ND this is elab o rated upon in the last sec tion of the book:

„World-Spirit and Nat u ral His tory“, and the „Med i ta tions on Meta phys -
ics“. But let’s lis ten in for a few min utes to that lec ture held by Adorno on
11th No vem ber 1965:

„To day, – in a sit u a tion which peo ple ex pe ri ence, in their heart of hearts, as
deeply am biv a lent, a sit u a tion which at the same time is so over whelm ing that
they be lieve there’s noth ing to be done about it (or per haps be cause they re ally
are, de facto, pow er less against it) – there pre dom i nates, in the spirit of our ep och, 
some thing akin to the ideal of ab stract positivity – in con tra dis tinc tion to that ab -
stract sub jec tiv ity or ab stract ne ga tion which Hegel once crit i cized. An ab stract
positivity which will be fa mil iar to all of you through the now rather dated but
nev er the less still tell ing joke of [Erich] Kästner, who wrote in a poem: “Herr
Kästner, what’s hap pened to the pos i tive [side of things]? [In the sense of: what -
ever hap pened to your sunny and cheer ful dis po si tion?] I don’t want to deny that
that which is re ally ques tion able about this no tion of positivity is some thing I
stum bled upon dur ing the em i gra tion, where peo ple who were forced to con form
un der the most ex treme sit u a tions of so cial du ress, then – to be able to carry
through this ad ap ta tion at all, to do what was co er cively de manded of them –
[tended to] say, en cour ag ingly (and one re ally feels then, how much they need to
iden tify with the ag gres sor37), yes, such-and-such, he or she, he’s re ally so pos i -
tive ... When in fact what is re ally meant here is that an ed u cated, dis cern ing kind
of per son is re quired to roll up his/her sleeves and go and wash dishes – or carry
out what ever other form of os ten si bly use ful so ci etal la bor was de manded there.
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37 Anna Freud.



The more of that sub stance upon which con scious ness it self de pends dis in te -
grates – the less there is, as it were, from which the ide ol o gies can draw their sus -
te nance –, the more ab stract do all ide ol o gies nec es sar ily be come. Amongst the
Na zis it was still race, which now a days not even the dumb est still takes se ri ously.
It seems to me that at the next stage of re gres sive ide ol ogy it then sim ply be comes 
the pos i tive in which peo ple are sup posed to be lieve – in the sense for in stance in
which one finds it ex pressed in the for mu la tion, [to be found] in the mar riage ad -
ver tise ments, of a „pos i tive ori en ta tion to life“, where this is held up as some -
thing most es pe cially praise wor thy. 
... This is what the no tion of positivity has turned into. Be hind this is the be lief
that positivity is as such al ready some thing pos i tive, with out the ques tion be ing
raised at any point at all as to what it is that is be ing ac cepted there as the pos i tive;
and whether do ing so is not sim ply based on the fal lacy that that which ex ists (and 
which is pos i tive in the sense of be ing staidly set tled, ex tant) that this is clothed
be cause of its ineluctability in the garb of the good, the lofty, the af fir ma tive – all
those at trib utes which are in voked by the word ‘pos i tive’. There is here – if you
will al low me to en gage in a bit of ex tem po ra ne ous meta phys ics of lan guage for a 
mo ment – some thing most sig nif i cant and most in ter est ing, in that in the no tion
of the pos i tive it self there is con tained this am biv a lence. For pos i tive means on
the one hand that which is given, es tab lished, ex is tent – in the sense for in stance
in which one speaks of Pos i tiv ism as that phi los o phy which sticks to the facts. On 
the other hand pos i tive is also sup posed to be the af fir ma tive, the good, in a cer -
tain sense: the ideal. And I would think that this se man tic con stel la tion of the
word ex presses some thing to be found in the minds of count less peo ple in an ex -
traor di narily pre cise way. 
 ... 
When I speak of neg a tive di a lec tic then, it is not the least of what I have in mind
that I want to distantiate my self in the clear est pos si ble way from this
fetishization of the pos i tive as such – on the sub ject of which I am for that mat ter
of the opin ion that it has ideo log i cal con se quences, which are re lated also to the
prog ress of cer tain philo soph i cal cur rents, which hardly any one even dreams of.
It must sim ply be asked what it is that is be ing af firmed – what is sup posed to be
af firmed and what is not to be af firmed – in stead of the ‘yes’ in it self be ing el e -
vated to a value, in the way in which this is al ready an tic i pated un for tu nately in
Nietz sche’s pa thos of the af fir ma tion of life. 
... And for this rea son then one could say, to put it dia lec ti cally, that it is ex actly
this pos i tive de meanor which is es sen tially neg a tive, which is sub ject to cri tique.
That is the cen tral idea, the es sen tial mo tif, for the con cep tion and the ter mi nol -
ogy of a neg a tive di a lec tic. 
... 
It is pre cisely this point, i.e. this positivity of the di a lec tic as the to tal ity of things
(this idea that the ra tio nal ity of the to tal ity is discernable right down to the ir ra tio -
nal ity of its in di vid ual mo ments, and that for this rea son the to tal ity is sup posed
to be mean ing ful) that seems to me in deed now to have be come un ten a ble. 
...
I don’t know if it is still de fen si ble to say that af ter Auschwitz it is no lon ger pos -
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si ble to write po etry.38 But that af ter Auschwitz one can not se ri ously speak of a
world in which that was pos si ble, and in which the threat of a rep e ti tion in some
other way looms daily, and in some comparable guise – I remind of Vietnam – is
probably happening this very second, as being meaningful; i.e. to maintain that
this world in which we live is supposed to be meaningful, that seems to me to
express a cynicism and a frivolity which is, simply, in terms of pre-philosophical
experience, no longer justifiable." [translation fvg]

Here then a core the sis, a last mean ing of ‘non-iden tity’: the ‘non-iden -
tity’ of hu man ity’s ‘idea’ (what the word it self sug gests, a hu mane world
with out war) and the em pir i cal re al ity of the same. As long as the mar ket
mech a nism, right through to its ef fects, via the mass me dia, on pop u lar
opin ion, is not do mes ti cated in some way, – its de struc tive re sults in so
many ar eas of mod ern life tamed – then the di sas ters of the past will in one
guise or other come to haunt us in future.

Let’s com pare the above lec ture ver sion of this point to the form that it
will take in the pub lished book:

„Uni ver sal his tory is to be con strued and de nied. The as ser tion that an all“en com -
pass ing world"plan for the better man i fests it self in his tory would be, af ter past
ca tas tro phes and in view of fu ture ones, cyn i cal. This how ever is not a rea son to
deny the unity which welds to gether the dis con tin u ous, cha ot i cally frag mented
mo ments and phases of his tory, that of the con trol of na ture, pro gress ing into
dom i na tion over hu man be ings and ul ti mately over in ter nal ized na ture. No uni -
ver sal his tory leads from sav agery to hu man ity, but one in deed from the sling shot 
to the H"bomb. It cul mi nates in the to tal threat of or ga nized hu man ity against or -
ga nized hu man be ings, in the epit ome of dis con ti nu ity. Hegel is thereby ver i fied
by the hor ror and stood on his head. If he trans fig ured the to tal ity of his tor i cal
suf fer ing into the positivity of the self"re al iz ing ab so lute, then the One and the
whole, which to this day, with breath ing"spells, keep roll ing on, would te leo logi -
cally be ab so lute suf fer ing. His tory is the unity of con ti nu ity and dis con ti nu ity.
So ci ety pre serves it self not in spite of its an tag o nism but through it; the
profit"mo tive, and thereby the class re la tion ship, are ob jec tively the mo tor of the
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38 [Foot note by Rolf Tiedemann, from the orig i nal Ger man ver sion:] Adorno is re fer ring
here to what is prob a bly the most well-known, if also the least un der stood, of the lines
he ever wrote: „Even the most ex treme aware ness of im pend ing doom threat ens to de -
gen er ate into idle chat ter. Cul tural crit i cism finds it self faced with the fi nal stage of the
di a lec tic of cul ture and bar ba rism. To write po etry af ter Auschwitz is bar baric. And this
cor rodes even the knowl edge of why it has be come im pos si ble to write po etry to day.“
(Prisms, Lon don, 1967, p. 34, trans lated by Sam uel and Shierry Weber). On an in ter pre -
ta tion of what Adorno meant with this dic tum c.f. Rolf Tiedemann: „Nicht die Erste
Philosophie sondern eine letzte“. Anmerkungen zum Denken Adorno’s, in: Theodor W.
Adorno, Ob nach Auschwitz noch sich leben lasse. Ein philosophisches Lesebuch,
Frankfurt am Main, 1997, p. 11 f.



pro cess of pro duc tion on which ev ery one’s life de pends and whose pri macy has
its van ish ing"point in the death of all. This im plies also what is rec on cil ing in the
ir rec on cil able; be cause it alone al lows hu man be ings to live, with out it there
would not even be the pos si bil ity of a dif fer ent life. What his tor i cally cre ated that
pos si bil ity, can de stroy it just as eas ily. The world"spirit, a wor thy ob ject of def i -
ni tion, could be de fined as per ma nent ca tas tro phe."39

Let me try to come to some kind of con clu sion. The ND is be com ing
some thing of a mon u ment in con tem po rary phi los o phy (and this will only
in crease in the years ahead, as the Eng lish-speak ing world catches up with
themes and ex pe ri ences that were com mon cur rency in con ti nen tal Eu rope
af ter WWI) be cause it re news, with the most mod ern of so cio log i cal meth -
ods, the most an cient of the themes upon which the West ern, Judeo-Chris -
tian tra di tion is based: that of de myth olo gi sa tion. Or to use the Kantian
term for the same: ‘critique’.

Doubt lessly the old est of the strata avail able to us in the West in which
one can doc u ment this – the So cratic di a logues in Clas si cal Greece, the de -
scrip tion of the de struc tion of the ‘Golden Calf’, the ban on ‘graven im -
ages’ in the Old Tes ta ment – al ready con tained much of what Max Weber
would one day seek to cover with his term ‘ra tion al is ation’40: greater con -
trol over ‘outer na ture’, over ‘in ner na ture’, and a dif fer ent, namely a
law-based form of so cial in te gra tion. A step in the di rec tion of that most
mo men tous trans for ma tion of all that hu man ity has ever gone through –
from a so ci ety un der the spell of magic, rit ual and su per sti tion, to one that is 
governed by reason, law and ethics.
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39  ND, p. 315. (Redmond trans.) There are doubt lessly ech oes here of Benjamin’s The ses
on His tory: x

40 For a de tailed dis cus sion of the theme of ‘bilderverbot’ – ban on ‘graven im ages’ – in
the Jew ish tra di tion and its in flu ence es pe cially on Horkheimer’s con cep tion of CT, c.f.
Zvi Rosen (1996): „Max Horkheimer: Über die gesellschaftliche Rolle des Judaismus“
in: Mitteilungen, vol 8, Institut für Sozialforschung. „In der jüdischen Re li gion, in der
die Idee ... zur Vernichtung des Mythos sich steigert, bleibt das Band zwischen Namen
und Sein anerkannt durch das Verbot, den Gottesnamen auszusprechen. Die jüdische
Re li gion duldet kein Wort, das der Verzweiflung alles Sterblichen Trost gewährte.
Hoffnung knüpft sie einzig ans Verbot, das Falsche als Gott anzurufen, das Endliche als
Unendliche, die Lüge als Wahrheit ... Die bestimmte Ne ga tion verwirft die
unvollkommenen Vorstellungen des Absoluten, die Götzen, nicht wie der Rigorismus,
indem sie ihnen die Idee entgegenhält, der sie nicht genügen können. Dialektik
offenbart vielmehr jedes Bild als Schrift. Sie lehrt aus seinen Zügen das Eingeständnis
seiner Falschheit lesen, das ihm seine Macht entreißt und sie de Wahrheit zueignet.“ (p.
23)



But to un der stand the myths of to day, ac cord ing to Adorno and
Horkheimer, to un der stand their dan ger ous ef fects, we need, above all, to
un der stand how myths are produced.

What was fore shad owed in the cul ture in dus try chap ter of the Di a lec tic
of En light en ment, writ ten sixty-five years ago, has be come re al ity – as has
the pre dic tion of the fu sion of vi o lence, ob scen ity, com mer cia li sation and
ad ver tis ing. On the one hand the ten dency to wards dumbing down, the
de-sub li ma tion of li bido and ag gres sion, which, if the po lit i cal con di tions
are ap pro pri ate, are al ways trans form able into „the qual ity of or gan ised
bru tal ity“. Some thing which one no tices if one anal y ses how the me dia re -
port ing about mega-events such as the ter ror ist at tacks on 9/11 un folded.
Pic tures such as these, which cir cle the globe within min utes, seen in
‘real-time’ by count less num bers of peo ple, mul ti ply ing millionfold the
raw, traumatising shock which sol diers had al ways been ex posed to – but
which had al ways been care fully shielded from the rest of the pop u la tion.
The rage and fear re leased by such im ages in the minds of bil lions within
hours is his tor i cally un prec e dented. It means that ra tio nal thought about
po lit i cal and eco nomic re la tions is made im pos si ble by that panic of the
mo ment which, since time im me mo rial, it has been the very func tion of
‘theoria’ it self to de flect and de tox ify. If the ND has done no more than
make us ware of how these pro cesses work, how ‘thought’ re acts to ‘re al -
ity’, then it will have done the only think that Phi los o phy today can, it
seems, still usefully do: provide insight into the ‘objective’ contradictions
that govern our lives.
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