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Most hon oured madam Mayor, dear Axel Honneth, dear Stefan Litwin,
hon oured guests, dear friends!
I feel ex tremely hon oured with this award and would like to start off first of
all by thank ing the City of Frank furt and the mem bers of the prize com mit -
tee for be stow ing it on me. In a quite dif fer ent sense I ex press my grat i tude
– if I may say so – to Adorno, in whose name this prize has been founded.
Adorno’s phi los o phy has been, for me, time and again, one of the most im -
por tant sources of in spi ra tion. At the same time, a great deal therein has
been, for me, justly or un justly, some thing of a stum bling block. I would
like hence to ad dress both of these themes: the in spi ra tion and what it is that 
is so prob lem atic. At the same time I shall try to show in which sense the
rad i cal im pulse com ing from Adorno’s cri tique of so ci ety de serves not
only to be crit i cally ques tioned but also to be trans formed and rescued for
today’s world.

1. 

„Con scious ness-Rais ing or Res cu ing Cri tique“ is the ti tle of an im por tant
es say by Jürgen Habermas on Wal ter Benjamin. Con scious ness-Rais ing
and Res cu ing Cri tique would be a good ti tle for Adorno’s work – though,
for that mat ter, that al ready holds for Kant, whose no tion of cri tique
Adorno fre quently in vokes. „It would hardly be much of an ex ag ger a tion“,
writes Adorno, al lud ing to Kant, „to equate the mod ern con cep tion of rea -
son with that of cri tique al to gether.“ That’s an other way of say ing that
thought, the think ing pro cess al to gether, is, in its es sence, crit i cal, „re sis -
tance to that which is forced upon it“. That’s not some thing that one must
take as an em pir i cal ob ser va tion of course but as a pos tu late. For if there is
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some thing in the way of a cen tral philo soph i cal mo tif in Adorno’s work at
all, it is the cri tique of iden tity-think ing, a form of thought which re lates to
things and to other human beings in a purely instrumental way.

The cri tique of iden ti fy ing thought, or, as I shall also be call ing it, of
identitary rea son, this cri tique, if one were to put it in a nut shell, has at its
core a de ter mined op po si tion to the kind of think ing that avoids deal ing
with the con crete par tic u lar ity of things – of peo ple, of works of art, of
com plex is sues –, in other words: a kind of think ing that avoids deal ing
with their „non-iden tity“. It does this by stick ing to the kind of ter mi nol ogy
us able only for clas si fy ing, for sort ing ev ery thing into con cep tual pi -
geon-holes, for prun ing down ev ery thing till it can be sub or di nated to con -
cep tual, tech ni cal, or even real-world so ci etal ma nip u la tion. This type of
think ing, or non-think ing, has, ac cord ing to Adorno, come to as sume an
om i nously fate ful sig nif i cance in to day’s civ i li za tion, and it has come to do 
so be cause of the way in which a reductive „in stru men tal“ rea son has be -
come dom i nant in the forms of nat u ral-sci en tific tech ni cal, ad min is tra tive
and eco nomic forms of rea son ing – types of rea son ing which, ac cord ing to
Adorno, have in creas ingly come to de ter mine the everyday world as well
as people’s self-conceptions and their interpersonal relationships.

Adorno’s work can be seen as a sin gle great at tempt at break ing up these
in tel lec tual modes of iden ti fy ing rea son where they have come to sed i ment
them selves in Phi los o phy, in the So cial Sci ences, in art the ory – in short: in
the in tel lec tual con fig u ra tions in which so ci ety is re flected
[reflexionsformen]. Adorno speaks on oc ca sion of the „distortive“ and
„trun cat ing“ prop er ties of the con cept. It is a for mu la tion that points to both 
the cog ni tive and the moral-prac ti cal def i cits of the „dom i nant cur rents of
thought“, of iden ti fy ing rea son. A cog ni tive def i cit is im plied by the
„distortive“ and „trun cat ing“ us age of con cepts in as much as this blocks
gen u ine knowl edge, for in stance an ad e quate un der stand ing of works of art 
or of so ci etal or philo soph i cal problematics. Over and above that, at the
prac ti cal level, the use of gen eral con cepts in this way is de fi cient to the ex -
tent that it not only blocks knowl edge, but at the same time per pet u ates so -
cial in jus tice and in di vid ual in jury. These two, the cog ni tive and the
moral-prac ti cal def i cit of identitarian rea son, are, for Adorno, in ex tri ca bly
con nected. When he hence, as an al ter na tive to so ci ety as it ex ists to day,
seeks to con cep tual ise a so ci ety that has over come the „iden tity com pul -
sion“ [identitaetszwang], then what he en vis ages with this res cue of the
non-iden ti cal is at the same time a dif fer ent way of hu man be ings re lat ing
to one an other al to gether: „The rec on ciled con di tion would not be the
philo soph i cal im pe ri al ism of an nex ing the alien. In stead, its hap pi ness
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would lie in the fact that the alien, in the prox im ity it is granted, re mains
what is dis tant and dif fer ent, be yond the het er o ge neous and be yond that
which is one’s own.“ And in the Min ima Moralia one reads, on this same
point, that one needs to „con ceive the better state as one in which peo ple
could be dif fer ent with out fear“. The cri tique of iden ti fy ing rea son is not
just Adorno’s cen tral philo soph i cal theme, but even more than that the very 
form [vollzugsform] by which his own think ing pro ceeds; hence for it to
be come en tirely trans par ent one needs to watch him at work in his con crete
anal y ses, in his es says or in the aph o risms of the Min ima Moralia. It is a
form of thought which, in the very act of criticising false, empty or ideo log -
i cal gen er al i ties, ex em pli fies a dif fer ent, a non-identitarian type of think -
ing; a type of think ing which turns to the par tic u lar, to the non-iden ti cal,
and seeks out there a con crete uni ver sal ity. It is a vul ner a ble type of think -
ing, not one that clings to the guard rail of pre con ceived con cepts and a
cast-iron meth od ol ogy; prod ding pre dom i nant and con ven tional con cepts,
lay ing bare what it is about them that is in ad e quate and con tra dic tory, while 
in the very pro cess of thus set ting them in mo tion lead ing on to con cep tual
con stel la tions – con stel la tions which serve to un lock the par tic u lar and the
non-iden ti cal of both so ci etal phe nom ena and works of art. In his phi los o -
phy of art this is an idea that led Adorno to a po lemic against all forms of
philo soph i cal aes thet ics which, in their con cep tual gen er al ity, lost con tact
with con crete works of art, most es pe cially those of their own time. In con -
trast to this he not only pos tu lated a con ti nu ity of philo soph i cal aes thet ics
and art cri tique, but prac ticed this in an ex em plary way in his own ar tis -
tic-aes thetic re flec tions. It is es pe cially in his own work on art the ory and
art cri tique that he re al ized what he him self de manded of Phi los o phy: Phi -
los o phy, as one would wish it to be, „would not be some thing other than
full, unreduced ex pe ri ence in the me dium of con cep tual re flec tion“. When
Adorno speaks of the „pre dom i nant pat terns of thought“ [herrschende
Denkformen] what he means by this, amongst other things, is that, within
con tem po rary so ci ety, in stru men tal and identitary rea son have hard ened
into a sys tem of dom i na tion – in volv ing all lev els of so ci etal prac tice, and
reach ing all the way down into the con sti tu tion of the sub ject it self. This is
a po si tion which, even in his later work, re mains un changed from the one
orig i nally for mu lated in the Di a lec tic of En light en ment, writ ten dur ing
Amer i can ex ile with Max Horkheimer – the black est book of the Frank furt
School. It is the first great doc u ment of the cri tique of iden ti fy ing thought –
of in stru men tal and ‘identitarian’ rea son – in the his tory of Crit i cal The ory.
It is a book about the self-de struc tion of the En light en ment, the his tory of
which the au thors trace back to the pre-his tory of sub jec tiv ity and mind’s
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dom i na tion over na ture. A book that drags the dark side of the bour geois
world into the harsh light of day, mak ing vis i ble its con nec tion to the de -
struc tion of civ i li za tion and the ca tas tro phes of the 20th cen tury. In the face 
of the Nazi bar bar ity that was reach ing its ze nith at the very time they were
writ ing the book, and in the face of the per verted Marx ism that had come to
power in the So viet Un ion, (in which, inter alia, the end of the rev o lu tion -
ary Work ers’ Move ment had be come ob vi ous), the au thors aban doned all
hope of rev o lu tion ary change at the level of pol i tics. Ev ery rad i cally
transformative prac tice, so they be lieve, is al ready cor roded by the same
rei fy ing form of thought that char ac ter ised ex ist ing so ci ety and there fore
would be much more likely to con sol i date than to pre vent di sas ter. Fun da -
men tal so ci etal change of a pro gres sive kind was some thing the au thors
could, in the end, con ceive of only in the form of a collective
coming-to-awareness of society as a whole; as a remembrance of nature in
the subject and in the spiritual sphere (Geist), and that means: in those
agencies that – as they believe – have increasingly come into service for the 
mere domination of nature. The scepticism of Adorno’s later years, with
regard to the Student movement of the Sixties, (a movement which, when
all is said and done, also invoked Adorno himself) is really anticipated in
this book.

Crit i cal The ory as an in ter dis ci plin ary pro ject had orig i nally been in -
tended as some thing rather dif fer ent; this is quite clear from Horkheimer’s
im por tant 1937 es say „Crit i cal and Tra di tional The ory“, in which
Horkheimer’s de scrip tion of Crit i cal The ory as a „con struc tion of the his -
tor i cal pres ent“ doubt lessly pre sup poses the pos si bil ity of a changed so ci -
etal prac tice. The aban don ment of this pro ject in the Di a lec tic of En light en -
ment is amongst other things a key to Adorno’s later work, with out which
the spe cific in flu ence of his think ing and his spe cific con tri bu tion to Crit i -
cal The ory can hardly be un der stood. His later cri tique of iden ti fy ing
thought, of identitarian rea son, is doubt lessly aimed at a trans for ma tion of
thought, but it is no lon ger a pro ject that knows it self to be in har mony with
a broad so ci etal move ment, and his in flu ence was hence per force con fined
to the ar eas of in tel lec tual, aes thetic, and ar tis tic pro duc tion – i.e. con fined
to those who were in a po si tion to read or hear Adorno. That is not meant to
mini mise his in flu ence – merely help us gain a better un der stand ing of just
where Adorno’s phi los o phy, in the post-war Ger man Fed eral Re pub lic and
far be yond its bor ders, had its great est in flu ence. For even as it was, his in -
flu ence was im mense. As phi los o pher, as art critic and as mu si cian, which
he was just as much, he had a pro found in flu ence on the self-un der stand ing
of en tire gen er a tions of in tel lec tu als, peo ple in the hu man i ties, and art ists;
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in ef fect he did noth ing less than re con nect Ger man Cul ture to the cul tural
mod ern ism which the Na zis had black balled. Three names only I would
like to men tion in this con text that stand for an ad mi ra bly pro duc tive
pursuit of Adornian impulses in areas of contemporary art – in film,
literature, theater and music: Alexander Kluge, Ivan Nagel and
Heinz-Klaus Metzger.

If there is some thing that the philo soph i cal schools of the West ern World
dur ing the twen ti eth cen tury have in com mon then it would be re flec tion on 
lan guage as the lo cus of thought and rea son. Adorno, too, was part of this
but he gave it a twist that was all his own: it is above all in lan guage that he
sees the largely bur ied po ten tial of a non-identitarian rea son. The cri tique
of iden ti fy ing think ing means for him, in the first in stance, cri tique of lan -
guage; by the same to ken Phi los o phy’s ‘work of the con cept’ [Arbeit des
Begriffs] is es sen tially a work ing away at lan guage it self. In a witty pun on
Chris tian ity’s prud ery he polemicises against the „re sent ment of those ...
who hold the body of lan guage to be sin ful“. The body of lan guage: that is
the ma te ri al ity and his to ric ity of lan guage, that is the un end ing po ten tial of
its pro duc tive and in no va tive use, also its rhe tor i cal use, which has been re -
garded as ‘sin ful’ in Phi los o phy since Plato. And it is also the traps of lan -
guage [fallstricke] in which Phi los o phers get caught up when they come to
for get the his to ric ity and the lin guis tic contextuality [sprachgebundenheit]
of their ap par ently ‘pure’ con cepts. That Adorno car ries out re flec tion upon 
lan guage as a work ing at lan guage and as a cri tique of lan guage is what dis -
tin guishes his thought from the pre dom i nant forms of con tem po rary Phi -
los o phy of Lan guage, but just as much from the im por tant her me neu tic
Phi los o phy of Hans-Georg Gadamer. In con trast to Gadamerâ€™s her me -
neu tics, which tends to con ceive the cul tural trans mis sion of tra di tion as
self-au tho riz ing, her me neu tics in the sense of Adorno is much more ex plic -
itly crit i cal. Crit i cal first of all of the so cially es tab lished man da rins re spon -
si ble for this me di a tion of tra di tion it self – in ac cor dance with Benjamin’s
dic tum that „in ev ery ep och, the at tempt must be made to de liver tra di tion
anew from the conformism which is on the point of over whelm ing it“. It
was this crit i cal her me neu tics which en abled Adorno af ter the war to pull
the spe cif i cally Ger man philo soph i cal, lit er ary and mu si cal tra di tion, cor -
rupted by the Na zis and their pre de ces sors, back into the broad course of
the En light en ment – to re claim it for the „pro ject of Mo der nity“
(Habermas) —, thereby mak ing it re-ac ces si ble for a post-war gen er a tion
of mor ally trou bled stu dents. Adorno’s re flec tion on the ‘body’ of lan -
guage, and on the po ten tial con tained therein for non-identitarian think ing,
is a mo ment of what he terms the „re mem brance of Na ture in the Sub ject“ – 
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in other words, a move ment of thought in the di rec tion of ma te ri al ism.
„Ma te ri al ism“ meant here how ever not in the mod ern sci en tific sense of the 
term, but rather in an anti-ide al ist sense, with its em pha sis on mind’s foun -
da tion in na ture. This taken in a sense where ‘na ture’ is seen above all as
liv ing na ture, both the „so matic, unmeaningful stra tum of liv ing na ture“ as
well as the ir re duc ibly so matic and ma te rial as pects of what is meant by
terms such as „sub ject“, „mind“, or „thought“. This is not with out its con -
se quences, most es pe cially for Adorno’s con cept of free dom. With his
non-scientistic nat u ral ism Adorno cir cum vents as it were the (Kantian)
antinomy of free dom and de ter min ism, and hence also the cur rently fash -
ion able at tempts, from within neurophysiology, to ques tion the re al ity of a
free will by means of a causal-reductionistic strat egy. What he pos its – cor -
rectly, in my view – is that the prob lem of free dom be comes an in ter est ing
one only in those sit u a tions where unfreedom is some thing that is in prin ci -
ple ac ces si ble to ex pe ri ence as psy cho log i cal or societally caused com pul -
sion. Free dom and unfreedom are of im por tance for Adorno not so much
from the point of view of na ture in its sci en tific and objectified guise, but
rather of na ture as it pres ents it self to us through Psy cho anal y sis and Phe -
nom en ol ogy – that is, na ture as it man i fests it self in the self-ex pe ri ence of
hu man sub jects. The con tra dic tion of free dom and de ter min ism, ac cord ing
to Adorno, be comes man i fest „in the sub jects’ way to ex pe ri ence them -
selves, as now free, now un free“. And: „Free dom is con ceiv able in ne ga -
tion only, cor re spond ing to the con crete form of a spe cific unfreedom.“
Adorno’s cri tique of iden ti fy ing thought cul mi nates in a cri tique of the no -
tion of truth. What he re jects is a con cep tion of truth that re duces the lat ter
to prop o si tional truth, i.e. to the truth of in di vid ual sen tences. Within Phi -
los o phy es pe cially, ac cord ing to Adorno, it is not in di vid ual sen tences but
con stel la tions of sen tences and the move ment of thought, that is the real lo -
cus of truth. But for Adorno there is even more to it than this: re fer ring to
the pri macy of prac ti cal rea son in Kant he re in ter prets it as im ply ing that
the idea of truth ul ti mately con tains the idea of a lib er ated so ci ety, i.e. of an
eman ci pated hu man ity. The ideas of truth and uni ver sal free dom are for
him in ex tri ca bly inter linked in a sin gle con stel la tion. It is this that he aims
at in his rescuing critique of Metaphysics, which – just as it is in Kant – is to 
be at the same time a rescuing critique of religion: „The innervation that
metaphysics might win only by discarding itself aims at such other truth,
and it is not the last among the motivations for the transition to
materialism.“
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2. 

It is this mo tif which Adorno elab o rates in the fi nal chap ter of his late work, 
his Neg a tive Di a lec tics. At its core there is a train of thought which, fol low -
ing upon a ma te ri al ist cri tique of the con cep tion of purely spir i tual be ing,
cul mi nates in a cri tique of the con cept of God in both the Ju daic and Chris -
tian re li gions; a cri tique go ing be yond the cri tique of re li gion of Marx and
Freud – while most cer tainly based on it – to the ex tent that it ques tions the
pos si ble mean ing of the idea of God just as much as it ques tions the pos si -
ble mean ing of a be lief in God. The re mem brance of na ture in spirit for bids, 
ac cord ing to Adorno, „... the as sump tion of a non-sen sory egoity – which
as ex is tence, con trary to its own def i ni tion, is none the less to man i fest it self
in space and time. ... this is where the idea of truth takes us. ... one who be -
lieves in God hence can not be lieve in God ... If once upon a time the ban on
im ages ex tended to pro nounc ing the name, now the ban it self has in that
form come to evoke sus pi cions of su per sti tion.“

When spirit and „egoity“, self hood, are in con ceiv able with out some form 
of corporality in time and space, then the term „God“ ceases to cor re spond
to any thing mean ing ful. The ban on graven im ages, which Adorno in -
vokes, was once meant to safe guard the name of God from all an thro po -
mor phic ideas. But in the ban on im ages there is, all this not with stand ing,
still the no tion of a Be ing, of a „non-sen sory egoity“, which in its om nip o -
tence is able to ex press wrath, to pun ish, to for give, to com mu ni cate with
us, and in whom we can place our trust un re serv edly – anthropomorphisms
all. This is why the ban on im ages „in this guise“ still con tains a ru di ment of 
su per sti tion. The mean ing of talk about God has be come as ques tion able as
the idea of Heaven and Hell al to gether. „This is the con clu sion that the idea
of truth com pels us to ac cept.“ But im me di ately prior to that con clu sion in
the cri tique of re li gion there is a sen tence in Adorno that marks a kind of
turn about: „... the pos si bil ity rep re sented by the di vine name is main tained,
rather, by him who does not be lieve.“ The pos si bil ity Adorno is not pre -
pared to aban don is that of a rec on ciled world, or, an other for mu la tion of
his, that of sal va tion. A pos si bil ity, ar gues Adorno, that, even if it can not be 
made plau si ble di rectly in the me dium of ar gu men ta tion, is grounded for all 
that in the ex pe ri ence of thought. „What de my thol o gi za tion would not af -
fect with out mak ing it apol o get i cally avail able is not an ar gu ment – the
sphere of ar gu ments is antinomical pure and sim ple – but the ex pe ri ence
that thought, if it is not to be trun cated must reach out to tran scen dence,

7



down to the idea of a world that would not only abol ish ex tant suf fer ing but
re voke the suf fer ing that is irrevocably past“.

On the thresh old to athe ism Adorno hes i tates – and re fuses to cross it en -
tirely. His em phatic no tion of a rec on ciled hu man ity dif fers from that of the 
theo log i cal idea of the res ur rec tion of the dead for a life with God only in
this one re spect, namely that Adorno – ma te ri al is ti cally-messianistically –
in tends a fu ture state of the world and not some thing that fun da men tally
tran scends this his tor i cal world. What Adorno’s no tion of rec on cil i a tion,
how ever, has in com mon with the theo log i cal one is the fla vour of some -
thing fun da men tally dis junc tive from the his tor i cal world as we know it.
Rec on cil i a tion means for Adorno, when mea sured by em pir i cal re al ity,
some thing that is rad i cally tran scen dent, which on the one hand falls it self
un der the ta boo on rep re sen ta tion, but on the other hand, if it is not to be en -
tirely void, must be come the ob ject of a hope that needs at the very least a
neg a tive ex pli ca tion. Ne ga tion here means ne ga tion of all that is neg a tive
in the cur rent world sit u a tion, a ne ga tion which, in con trast to what
Adorno, in con tra dis tinc tion to Hegel, would oth er wise al low for the ne ga -
tion of a ne ga tion, means the ab so lute pos i tive. Ne ga tion not just of ma te -
rial mis ery, suf fer ing, hu mil i a tion, unfreedom and mis for tune in all its
forms, but ne ga tion even of mor tal ity and death. Adorno’s faith is an athe -
is tic faith in God. It is a de spair ing faith, since for Adorno it is the last al ter -
na tive to a de spair that would be come in eluc ta ble, should death have the
last word. „If death were that ab so lute which phi los o phy tried in vain to
con jure pos i tively, ev ery thing is noth ing; all that we think, too, is thought
into the void; none of it is truly think able.“ At the same time Adorno keeps
stress ing that here thought is con fronted by its own lim its; fol low ing Kant,
he holds that when we get to the ques tion of tran scen dence „the sphere of
ar gu ments is antinomical pure and sim ple“. What dis cur sive ar gu men ta -
tion is no lon ger able to throw light upon how ever, that, ac cord ing to
Adorno, be comes man i fest in works of art. Hence the „in com pa ra ble meta -
phys i cal rel e vance“ which he im putes to the „res cue of sem blance, the ob -
ject of aes thet ics“. Aes thetic sem blance in the sense of Hegel – the work of
art as the sen su ous man i fes ta tion of the Idea – Adorno in ter prets more as a
prom is sory glint, i.e. as mere ap pear ance and an an tic i pa tory glimpse of
real rec on cil i a tion to come. „Art is sem blance even at its high est peaks; but
its sem blance, the ir re sist ible part of it, is given to it by what is not sem -
blance. What art, no ta bly the art de cried as ni hil is tic, says in re frain ing
from judg ments is that ev ery thing is not just noth ing. It if were, the whole
of ex is tence would be pale, col or less, in dif fer ent. [...] In sem blance is a
prom ise of non-sem blance.“ Adorno’s em phatic idea of rec on cil i a tion,
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were one to take it lit er ally, casts a shadow over his work by putt ing the his -
tor i cal world in a mes si anic per spec tive which threat ens to level the dif fer -
ence be tween bar ba rism and that bet ter ment of so ci ety that is hu manly pos -
si ble. In a strict sense no merely hu man prac tice could ever re duce the un -
bridge able gap that sep a rates the his tor i cal world from the con di tion of sal -
va tion. In the fi nal aph o rism of the Min ima Moralia Adorno even de clares
this mes si anic per spec tive to be the con di tion for the pos si bil ity of knowl -
edge al to gether: „Knowl edge has no light but that shed on the world by re -
demp tion.“ I have just spo ken of shadow, rather than of light, al though the
mat ter is, on the face of it, not as clear-cut as it may seem. In the last sen -
tence of the Min ima Moralia one reads that, in view of the „de mand“ made
upon thought by the sen tence just quoted „the ques tion of the re al ity or un -
re al ity of re demp tion it self hardly mat ters“. And: „Even its own im pos si -
bil ity it (thought) must seek to com pre hend for the sake of the pos si ble“.
There is some thing ad um brated here that Derrida called the ne ces sity of a
„mes si anic af fir ma tion“ be yond messianism, a theme I shall re turn to be -
low. But the am bi gu ity re mains: if it is only a mes si anic per spec tive, a
think ing of the un think able, that can open up a his tor i cal realm of pos si bil -
ity [moeglichkeitsraum] – a realm of pos si bil ity that Adorno is con vinced
is barred in the world as it ex ists – then this means that fini tude and
contingency, suffering, illness, strife, guilt and death as abolishable and
rescindable aspects of the human condition must at the very least be
conceivable, whereas, as it seems to me, humanly achievable notions such
as freedom, solidarity, justice and happiness accrue their meaning and
illuminating power only against the background of this „negativity“.

The con text of Adorno’s de lib er a tions make it clear how ever, that, when
he speaks of de spair as the only al ter na tive to the hope of sal va tion, he
means de spair in the face of those that have been mur dered in the gas cham -
bers. It is their suf fer ing which may not have the fi nal word. But must we
not con cede the im pos si bil ity of con so la tion for such de spair al to gether,
just as there was none for those who were in fact mur dered? A de spair
which, as Adorno him self says, is bear able only, if at all, if it is coun tered
by a „cat e gor i cal im per a tive“ which holds that „the con stel la tion of
thought and ac tion must be changed in such a way that Auschwitz will not
re peat it self, so that noth ing sim i lar will hap pen again.“ Noth ing sim i lar?
Not en tirely dis sim i lar, even if cer tainly not com pa ra ble with Auschwitz, is 
af ter all much of what hap pens on a daily ba sis in the world to day. For all
vic tims of mean ing less vi o lence there is no pos si ble so lace. But that is ex -
actly why the cat e gor i cal im per a tive which Adorno in vokes is so in es cap -
able. If the hope of sal va tion were real, then this would surely once again be 
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rea son to praise, to the „weary and over bur dened“, to the „hu mil i ated and
in sulted“ (Bloch), a purely spu ri ous rec on cil i a tion with this „vale of tears“
– which contradicts everything that Adorno ever wrote.

Adorno’s at tempt at ren der ing the ol ogy ser vice able for ma te ri al ism – a
for mu la tion of Benjamin – turns out to be a du bi ous en ter prise, even if it
has noth ing in com mon with to day’s pop u lar at tempts at a „revitalisation of 
re li gious con scious ness“, at a „re li gious mo bi li sa tion of cul ture“; at tempts
which are once again in tent on func tion al is ing re li gion as so cial ce ment in a 
dis ori ented and so cially dis in te grat ing so ci ety. But per haps one could put a
dif fer ent read ing on Adorno’s ap proach. Ernst Bloch once said that only a
Chris tian could be a good athe ist – that’s the in ver sion of a sen tence which
pre cedes it in Bloch, namely: „Only an athe ist can be a good Chris tian.“
And with this last sen tence Bloch means that an athe ism that 'sub lates' the
law of God, an athe ism that both pre serves and freely tran scends the law of
God, that such an athe ism is al ready im plied within Chris tian ity as its own
in trin sic ten dency. There is a sim i lar ar gu ment to be found in Slavoj Zizek:
„Christ ... the thin line be tween be fore and af ter, old and new, real and sym -
bolic, be tween God-fa ther-ob ject and the con fra ter nity of the spirit. In this
he rep re sents both at once: the ex treme point of the old (the cul mi na tion of
the logic of sac ri fice...) and its over com ing (the change of per spec tive) in -
her ent in the new.“ Je sus’ la ment on the cross „My God, my God, why hast
thou for saken me?“ would thus not be ad dressed at an al mighty God,
„whose ways for us mor tals are in com pre hen si ble, but rather a la ment in -
dic a tive of the im po tence of God“. In the doc trine and in the fate of the Son
of Man there would be thus an tic i pated, still un per ceived by him self and
his dis ci ples – let alone by the later Church – the ab di ca tion of God in fa -
vour of a hu man „com mu nity of the spirit.“ Here the „death of God“
(Nietz sche) no lon ger ap pears as a rea son for de spair, but, in Zizek’s for -
mu la tion, as a „mes sage of joy“, a mes sage pres ag ing the pos si ble end to
humanity’s immaturity, setting human beings free to take sole
responsibility for what they make of their lives and their living together.

On such premisses ‘ren der ing the ol ogy ser vice able for ma te ri al ism’
would come to mean some thing dif fer ent from what it means in Adorno. I
be lieve that even in a theo log i cal sense it would be more con sis tent, if we –
with out mov ing too far be yond Adorno –, took as our point of de par ture a
„this-worldly“ in ter pre ta tion of what the Pau line triad of faith, hope and
love once meant. Faith and hope, that would be a con fi dence that re tains its
open ness to the pos si bil ity of bring ing about an im prove ment in the state of
the world, al beit with out di vine war ranty and even in the face of ca tas tro -
phe, of man-made bar ba rism, of the ex pe ri ence of fail ure and the cer tainty

10



of death. And „love“ would be noth ing other than the open ness to wards the
con crete other, one’s „fel low man“, and – as Tugendhat for mu lated it in a
re cent lec ture on Mys ti cism – an open ing up to wards, the know ing com -
pas sion with the dis tressed and the wretched. Faith, hope and love in this
sense are some thing dif fer ent from height ened moral aware ness („a duty to
love is an ab sur dity“ says Kant, talk ing about love of hu man ity
[menschenliebe]); they rather share with what in the best theo log i cal tra di -
tion has been said about faith, hope and love, the char ac ter of non-fun gi bil -
ity [unverfuegbarkeit], of what is dis cur sively un en force able, and yet of
what per haps is vi tally im por tant for hu man be ings and hu man re la tion -
ships al to gether. No doubt the ques tion that is here posed is how this leg acy 
of the Chris tian tra di tion is to be sus tained in a fully secu lar ised world. Ev -
ery thing de pends, so it seems to me, on whether the world will ever reach a
stage at which re li gion in its ex plic itly re li gious forms will have be come
su per flu ous. I have no doubt that it would be easy enough to find, for that
mat ter, in all world re li gions, traces of this kind of faith, hope and love.
Need less to say – and this is not re ally in con tra dic tion to Bloch – a Jew, a
Mus lim and a Bud dhist could just as well be a „good athe ist“. And who’s to 
say what – quite apart from the Judeo-Chris tian tra di tion – we still stand to
learn from the other re li gions when ap proached from this per spec tive. If
one seeks to un der stand Adorno’s cri tique of re li gion – to gether with his
par al lel pro ject of mak ing the ol ogy ser vice able for ma te ri al ism – in this
way, then his res cu ing cri tique of meta phys ics ap pears in a new light. And
in deed, an al ter na tive crit i cal res cu ing of meta phys ics can be made out in
the in ter nal struc ture [binnenstruktur] of a large num ber of his texts.

Al low me at this point a di gres sion. I men tioned above that Adorno in ter -
prets aes thetic sem blance as a sem blance of non-sem blance, as an an tic i pa -
tion of rec on cil i a tion. If my metacritique of Adorno’s cri tique of meta phys -
ics is cor rect, then this in ter pre ta tion of aes thetic sem blance is hardly ten a -
ble. And be sides, in this form, it is not re ally cen tral to Adorno’s aes thet ics;
its quint es sen tial el e ments can be ex tri cated with out dam age from the con -
text of the phi los o phy of rec on cil i a tion in which they also fea ture. If one
were to speak not of „rec on cil i a tion“ in the sense of sal va tion, but rather in
the lit eral sense of loos en ing up – as when a fa cial ex pres sion soft ens up, or
stiff joints be come sup ple, or when the tongue loos ens, or when fet ters, tor -
pid ity of per cep tion or thought loosen up – then Adorno’s in ten tion seems
to me in deed to cap ture some thing of the ex pe ri ence of art; per haps once
could speak of a glimpse of free dom. Let me give two ex am ples which, al -
though one cer tainly can not sim ply gen er al ise from them, as ex treme ex -
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am ples do perhaps give an indication of what Adorno could have meant
with „semblance of non-semblance“.

A cou ple of years ago I heard a per for mance of Mo zart’s Re quiem in a
Berlin church – framed and re peat edly in ter spersed by the Fu neral Mu sic
of Queen Mary by Henry Purcell – a per for mance ac com pa nied by texts
spo ken by Wal ter Jens. I have of ten heard that Re quiem, but dur ing this
per for mance I re al ized for the first time just how sub ver sive Mo zart’s mu -
sic re lates to the cler i cal-theo cra tic, the au thor i tar ian and apoc a lyp ti -
cally-threat en ing di men sions of the li tur gi cal re quiem text. Over and over
Mo zart trans forms the dies-irae-hor ror into col lec tive song over com ing
pure ter ror, in which some thing of a pro fanely pos si ble rec on cil i a tion and
sol i dar ity, an athe is tic faith, co mes into view. Mo zart is not in the least try -
ing to gloss over the re al ity of death, but what one could say is that the mu -
sic gives the Pau line mo tif Death, where is thy sting/Hell where is thy tri -
umph the only hu manly pos si ble, the only cred i ble twist. This im pres sion
was strength ened by the re peated in ter mis sion of the Re quiem by Purcell’s
fu neral mu sic: mourn ing the dead co mes to re place ter ror for the liv ing.
Some thing loos ens up here: pet ri fied fear of death and apoc a lyp tic fright,
re li giously de creed dread of God’s wrath dis solve into a vi sion of hu man
au ton omy and sol i dar ity. Ivan Nagel has spo ken of some thing sim i lar with
re gard to the singer-en sem bles in Mo zart’s buffa op eras. „One can not tell“, 
writes Nagel, „whether their worlds are uto pias, or whether ... al most
uniquely in mod ern art ... they are quite im mersed in the pres ent, ex empt
from uto pian long ing. Which is to say, their hap pi ness does not wait for the
ar rival of the happy end ing. It is alive in the gift of all the char ac ters to ex -
press them selves ut terly, as a shiningly com plete pres ence in the re la tion -
ship each cre ates with ev ery other, whether friend or foe. Hap pi ness in Mo -
zart’s buffa means ul ti mately only that some one’s wishes and hopes are
ful filled ... First and fore most, hap pi ness means that all dwell closely to -
gether in love and strife (and thus learn how rightly to wish and hope ...)“.
Here also an „illusion of the non-illusory“, except that here the non-illusory 
means not a kind of salvation but rather a manifestation of humanly
achievable happiness.

My sec ond ex am ple is a video-in stal la tion of Candice Breitz with the ti tle 
„Leg end“ (a por trait of Bob Marley), which I saw re cently at the Berlin
Acad emy of the Arts; a trib ute to the Ja mai can reg gae art ist Bob Marley
and his CD „Leg end“. The thirty-chan nel video-in stal la tion fea tures the in -
di vid u ally framed faces and tor sos of thirty fans of Bob Marley’s mu sic,
(col oured, all but one), as they hear – via barely vis i ble head phones – and
sing the in di vid ual songs of the CD „Leg end“. Marley’s voice and the in -
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stru men ta tion are all but in au di ble for the au di ence, which hears as it were
a purely ‘a cappella’ ver sion of these songs. The im pres sion cre ated is that
of a choir in which each singer be comes in di vid u ally foregrounded through 
the fram ing of his or her ex pres sion and move ment. Dur ing the vo cal pas -
sages, lis ten ing to the voice of Bob Marley, they karaoke with great fer -
vency; dur ing the in stru men tal pas sages on the other hand the „choir“ dis -
solves in stead into a won der fully an ar chic, acous tic and ges tural ac com pa -
ni ment to the mu sic – which only the sing ers, but not the au di ence, can hear 
in their head phones – re plac ing the cho ral sing ing [chorisches
zusammensingen]. Songs like „No Woman No Cry“, „Get Up Stand Up“
or „Ex o dus“ gain a col lec tive power of ex pres sion rem i nis cent of spir i tu -
als, in which the mem ory of black op pres sion and the sub ver sive tra di tion
of black mu sic find a quite new ex pres sion which at the same time voices
hap pi ness – the hap pi ness of be ing able to „ex press with out res er va tion“ in
these songs. To this the in di vidu ali sation of the sing ers – through the tech -
nique of the video-in stal la tion – con trib utes a great deal, like wise the an ar -
chic „in ter ludes“ in which the choir breaks up into the in di vid ual sing ers,
aban don ing them selves, en tirely unregimented, hum ming, laugh ing and
ges tic u lat ing to the mu sic only they – but not the viewer – can hear. The
songs them selves are con sol ing and re bel lious all at once, while the switch
be tween co or di nated sing ing and the an ar chic dis so lu tion of the en tire
choir into in di vid ual, dis tinc tive per son al i ties comes across on the beholder 
as a vision of freedom, utopian and entirely present all at once, like
Mozart’s singer ensembles in the interpretation of Ivan Nagel.

With this I mean to say: a cri tique of Adorno is easy enough if we’re deal -
ing with his strong the ses re gard ing the crit i cal res cue of meta phys ics and
re li gion, through to his meta phys i cal in ter pre ta tion of aes thetic sem blance.
But it is al most al ways pos si ble, in such the ses, once one gets close to the
con crete phe nom ena from which they’ve been gar nered, to find therein
mo ments of con cep tual re flec tion that are based in gen u inely au then tic ex -
pe ri ences. These in turn bear the traces of that other res cue of meta phys ics
in Adorno’s texts that I re ferred to above, a res cue at tempt that does not get
caught up in the par a dox i cal con stel la tion of a mes si anic ma te ri al ism. Here
we are deal ing re ally with the res cue of a crit i cal and tran scend ing fer ment
which is em bed ded in lan guage-based and lin guis ti cally me di ated hu man
prac tices. The crit i cal re cov ery of meta phys ics means its res cue as the epit -
ome of pos si ble cri tique. Res cue here means that the ideas of truth, of free -
dom, of jus tice, also that of de moc racy, should all be seen as tran scend ing
what ever is em pir i cally given: as re deem able by noth ing in the em pir i cal
world, they sig nify at the same time a crit i cal fer ment vis-á -vis ev ery thing
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that has ever, his tor i cally, pre sented it self as their ful fill ment. Be ing rad i -
cally tran scen dent con cepts – hence the temp ta tion to in ter pret them in
terms of a phi los o phy of re demp tion – they are at the same time im ma -
nently op er a tive within so ci ety. I think Derrida is right when he claims that
they are to be un der stood nei ther messianically nor as reg u la tive ideas
(with the as so ci ated con no ta tion of al low ing for an in fi nite ap prox i ma tion
of an ideal), but rather: as ideas which crit i cally tran scend ev ery thing that
ex ists, which in ev ery his tor i cal con stel la tion need to be spelled out anew,
concretised and re-inforced in their va lid ity, against false im ple men ta tions
and ideo log i cal mis in ter pre ta tions. Traces of such an al ter nate, crit i cal re -
cov ery of meta phys ics are to be found through out Adorno’s writ ings – not
just there where he in ter venes, in his post-war work, in the Ger man sit u a -
tion af ter the ces sa tion of the Nazi bar bar i ties. „In ter ven tions“ is in deed the 
ti tle of one of his col lec tions of es says, and in ter ven tions they are when
Adorno speaks out on ques tions of ed u ca tion af ter Auschwitz, on dem o -
cratic ed u ca tion, on prob lems such as the con tin u ing in flu ence of au thor i -
tar ian types of be hav iour, on phe nom ena of cul tural and re li gious re gres -
sion, or on the necessity of a critical re-appropriation of the cultural
tradition – interventions meant, not least, as a contribution to the
dissolution of the restorative blockages within the democratic self-image of 
the German Federal Republic.

3. 

I have al ready men tioned Derrida’s for mu la tion of a „mes si anic af fir ma -
tion“ be yond messianism. But what I have just said about Adorno's crit i cal
res cue of meta phys ics does n’t re ally fit into that schema ei ther. The rad i cal
im pulse of his cri tique of so ci ety, his cri tique of identitarian rea son aim ing
at a qual i ta tively dif fer ent so ci ety, seems to have been en tirely lost from
view. Which means, in the end, to be back again with a trun cated Adorno. It 
is hence worth re call ing here that for Adorno, who never stopped in vok ing
Marx, the cri tique of the cap i tal ist econ omy, ex plic itly or im plic itly,
formed one of the cen tres of his cri tique of so ci ety. In this he up held not
only the rad i cal im pulse of the older Crit i cal The ory, but also the crit i cal
anal y ses con tained in the Cul ture In dus try chap ter of the Di a lec tic of En -
light en ment, which not co in ci den tally had as its cen tral con cern the most
ad vanced forms of Amer i can cap i tal ism. But at the same time Adorno also
stuck to the im age of mo der nity sketched in the Di a lec tic of En light en ment, 
in as much as ev ery po ten tial for a rad i cally dif fer ent prac tice was, un der
pres ent cir cum stances, felt to be unrealizable. Pre cisely here is to be
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lo cated the source of the pe cu liar radicality of his thought, aim ing as it does 
not at an im me di ate change in prac tice but in stead at a re ver sal of the dom i -
nant forms of thought: this was meant to pre pare the ground so that a fu ture
prac tice could per haps one day be come pos si ble. „Par a dox i cally, it is the
des per ate fact that the prac tice that would make a dif fer ence is barred
which grants to thought a breath ing spell it would be prac ti cally crim i nal
not to uti lize. To day, iron i cally, it prof its thought that its con cept must not
be absolutized: as con duct, it re mains a bit of prac tice, how ever hid den this
prac tice may be from it self.“ A form of thought in other words, for which
the prac tice which it in tends is still hid den, aims for all that at a prac tice at
some fu ture date. And the ob ject of such a prac tice, ac cord ing to Adorno –
and to this he sticks right through to his late works – be comes clear in the
cen tral mean ing which ac crues to the cri tique of the prin ci ple of „ex -
change“ or „equiv a lence“, of com mod ity fe tish ism, of the Cul ture In dus -
try, and, fol low ing Lukàcs, of „rei fi ca tion“. It is in the ex change prin ci ple
that Adorno sees all the dif fer ent strands of identitarian rea son com ing to -
gether; the cri tique of the cap i tal ist econ omy re mains, in a sub ter ra nean
way, still the theme of the Neg a tive Di a lec tics. With that, at the same time,
the so ci etal per spec tive of a fu ture prac tice has been named, that thought
in tends but which is still hid den to it: it is the pros pect of the ma te rial forces 
of pro duc tion made ser vice able for a freed so ci ety be yond the cap i tal ist one 
– and, for Adorno, even more so, be yond the to tal i tar ian so cial ist one.
When Adorno speaks of an eman ci pated so ci ety he means this globally: he
means an emancipated humanity. Here for the first time the this-worldly
core of his messianism becomes apparent: a more radical interpretation,
one could say, inspired by Marx, of Kant’s idea of a world citizenship.

Adorno’s cri tique of the cap i tal ist econ omy re mains – this is how he him -
self saw it – rad i cal and help less both at once. One rea son for this is doubt -
lessly, as Habermas has shown, that Adorno’s cri tique of identitarian rea -
son re mains, in the end, en tan gled in a monological Sub ject-Ob ject-par a -
digm of philo soph i cal re flec tion, lead ing him to lose sight of the spe cific
re sources pro vided by a com mu ni ca tive – as op posed to a purely in stru -
men tal – rea son, most es pe cially within the mod ern world. Adorno in this
way, much as Marx had be fore him, un der es ti mated the emancipatory po -
ten tial which, con cur rent in its emer gence with the or i gins of the cap i tal ist
econ omy, is in her ent in the mod ern, at its core al ready universalistically
un der stood forms of de moc racy. Habermas is no doubt cor rect against both 
Marx and Adorno to in sist on a no tion of dem o cratic pol i tics – which in
Marx fails to find its right ful place be cause of his „es cha to log i cal“ phi los o -
phy of his tory and in Adorno fails to finds its place be cause of his
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monological con struc tion of the cri tique of identitarian rea son. Adorno’s
messianism – as well as his mis trust of the pos si bil i ties for a gen u ine
change of so ci etal prac tice – are a pointer to the home less ness of the po lit i -
cal in his the ory. Once the prob lems of cap i tal ism are viewed from within
the ho ri zon of a dem o cratic pol i tics, one has not only named the area where
pos si ble coun ter vail ing forces against the de struc tive con se quences of the
cap i tal ist econ omy are to be local ised; one has also re de fined the prob lem
that they pose. If there should hence be rea sons for hold ing fast to the more
rad i cal im pulse of the Marxian and the Adornian cri tique of cap i tal ism,
then this would need to be done in a form which does not fall be hind
Habermas’ dem o cratic „politicisation“ of the prob lem. For in re al ity – let
me put it this way – what we are speak ing of is no less than a
re-politicisation of the econ omy, in other words, the dem o cratic do mes ti ca -
tion of the same.

Al low me at this point to touch, briefly, on cur rent dis cus sions and cur -
rent prob lems. I take my leave of Adorno, but only to probe fur ther the
this-worldly se cret of his messianism, in the hope of clos ing in on him
again from a dif fer ent di rec tion, this time as it were from be hind. Now a -
days the cri tique of the cap i tal ist econ omy is, in the fo rum of pub lic dis -
course, widely held to be ob so lete: from the per spec tive of the rul ing
neoliberal ide ol ogy, cel e brat ing it self, postmodernistically, as the end of
ide ol ogy, it is re garded as „ideo log i cal“. This neoliberal ide ol ogy has
spread now a days even to sub cul tures and spheres of the „cul tural Left“ it -
self – among the Ger man Greens for in stance, for whom eco log i cal,
multiculturalistic and anti-rac ist pro jects, or the strug gle of gays and queers 
for rec og ni tion, have been and still are cen tral. But even where this is not
the case there is a ten dency amongst the cul tural Left to hold up their crit i -
cal pro jects as an ad e quate sur ro gate for that which was once meant by a
pol i tics of the Left. In con trast to this I be lieve – and here I find my self in
ac cord with au thors as dis pa rate as Rorty, Derrida, Bourdieu, Zizek and
Habermas – that the strug gle for the sub stance of the lib eral de moc ra cies
must be fought out at two sep a rate lev els. The one is, one could say, the
level of the strug gle for rec og ni tion, in which what is at is sue is equal rights
and op por tu ni ties for stig ma tised mi nor i ties and their ways of life. The
other is a strug gle for the dem o cratic do mes ti ca tion of cap i tal ism, which, as 
a strug gle for the re cov ery of a dem o cratic pol i tics – in clud ing the realm of
in ter na tional in sti tu tions – is at the same time a strug gle for the in clu sion of
those that have, de facto, been ex cluded by the cap i tal ist cul ture and is
hence also a strug gle for so cial jus tice (un em ployed, home less, ref u gees,
the army of the poor in the de vel op ing coun tries, etc.). These two lev els of
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the strug gle for a better de moc racy are doubt lessly in ter con nected in a mul -
ti plic ity of ways, and most es pe cially in the in ter na tional sphere. But they
are not to be re duced one to the other, since dem o cratic pol i tics de mands
some thing in ad di tion to the im ple men ta tion of re la tions of rec og ni tion. It
pre sup poses namely in ad di tion, to put it in a rather ab stract way, the es tab -
lish ment of in sti tu tions and pub lic spheres, which alone can en able the free
and equal mem bers of a po lit i cal com mu nity to gain con trol over their col -
lec tive af fairs. We are deal ing here as it were with a prob lem of so ci etal
(re)con struc tion, of which we can not as sume, it seems to me, that it has
been solved once and for all and at a global level by the ex ist ing forms of
lib eral de moc racy – and the same holds, a for ti ori, for the in ter na tional in -
sti tu tions that we have to day.

One could be of the opin ion of course that in to day’s world there are more 
im por tant mat ters to at tend to than the prob lems of cap i tal ism – in ter na -
tional ter ror ism for in stance, or the spread of fun da men tal ist (not just
Islamistic) or na tion al is tic ten den cies, or erup tions of vi o lence all over the
world, the eth nic wars that are break ing out in so many places, and so on.
But there is much to be said for the view that many of these new threats and
con flicts that have come to dom i nate pub lic aware ness are not to be un der -
stood or ex plained in de pend ently of the prob lems of globalised cap i tal ism.
On this I must con fine my self per force to a few gen eral re marks that can do
no more than sketch broadly an al ter na tive per spec tive to that of the
neo-lib eral dispositif, with its uto pia of a lib er a tion through the forces of
the mar ket. In do ing so I shall not say any thing about the pro duc tive and
mod ern is ing con se quences of an un leashed cap i tal ist econ omy, which
Marx had al ready pointed to, but to re mind in stead of the cur rent so cial and
cul tural costs this brings in its wake, and the de struc tive consequences it
has for the possibilities and scope for a democratic politics.

With Pi erre Bourdieu my prem ise is that globalisation in its cur rent con -
fig u ra tion is not in the least to be un der stood as a „nat u ral“ pro cess, but
rather as one that is ob vi ously po lit i cally driven. A pro cess which – through 
the de reg u la tion of world trade, of the la bour- and fi nan cial mar kets world -
wide – has led to the rise of what Bourdieu has called a „re serve army ren -
dered doc ile through precarity“, and which is be ing driven in the fi nal anal -
y sis by the po lit i cally, eco nom i cally and mil i tarily lead ing power of the
United States, to gether with in ter na tional in sti tu tions such as the World
Bank, the WTO, and the IMF. A pro cess which not only threat ens to dis -
man tle the Wel fare State – with an in creas ing re dis tri bu tion of wealth from
poor to rich as one of its con se quences – but which leads to a rad i cal cut -
back of the po lit i cal func tions of the state al to gether, amongst other things
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through the pro gres sive privatisation and marketisation of its pub lic func -
tions. The so cial con se quences of this are vis i ble ev ery where. To men tion
but one ex am ple of the ero sion of dem o cratic in sti tu tions: the in ter na tional
GATS treaty, which has led to higher ed u ca tion be ing turned into one more
com mod ity amongst other com mod i ties, and which was en acted more or
less be hind the backs of the na tional par lia ments and the dem o crat i cally
con sti tuted pub lic spheres. The de cline of the po lit i cal sphere in the mass
de moc ra cies of the West is some thing Hannah Arendt had al ready de plored 
forty years ago in her book On Rev o lu tion. But only to day does the
disempowerment of dem o cratic pol i tics in fa vour of an eco nomic, ad min is -
tra tive and se cu rity-driven logic of ac tion – and does the depoliticisation of
the pub lic sphere un der the in flu ence of the mostly cap i tal is ti cally con -
trolled mass me dia – seem to be reach ing a mag ni tude which rep re sents an
im me di ate threat to the sub stance of the lib eral de moc ra cies, in clud ing
their cul tural and so cial as pects. Within the neoliberal dispositif the po lit i -
cal, so cial and cultural costs of globalisation remain of course entirely
invisible, since the only costs it knows are those that are part and parcel of a
profitability calculation.

I have not yet spo ken of the so cial havoc, of the ex pro pri a tion of the ways 
of life and ne ces si ties for sur vival, of the ex ploi ta tion, pauperisation and
hu mil i a tion which cap i tal ist globalisation means – spurred on with po lit i -
cal, le gal and if need be also mil i tary mea sures – for the poorer na tions of
the world, or at any rate for the bulk of their un der priv i leged pop u la tions;
as it were a con tin u a tion of the Eu ro pean co lo nial his tory by other means
and with other ac tors. That the West ern uni ver sal ism of rea son and hu man
rights is, now a days, dis cred ited in some ar eas of the world has doubt lessly
to do with the way, in the end, that this uni ver sal ism is in creas ingly seen
only as a uni ver sal ism that is in ter preted and bul lied through by the forces
of globalisation, as a mu ti lated uni ver sal ism in the ser vice of par tic u lar in -
ter ests. There is ev ery in di ca tion that the rise of po lit i cal Islamism also, in -
clud ing the rise of in ter na tional Islamist ter ror ism, would be un in tel li gi ble
with out this back ground. Bourdieu had al ready spo ken, sev eral years be -
fore the New York ter ror at tacks of Sep tem ber 11 – the lat ter be ing the very 
day that we cel e brate Adorno’s birth day – of a „re volt against rea son as
such“ amongst Arab, South Amer i can and Af ri can na tions, „some thing
that can not be seen in iso la tion from the abuse of power that is tak ing place
in the name of (eco nomic, sci en tific, etc.) rea son.“ And as far as ter ror ism
is con cerned, Zizek poses the fol low ing ques tion: „Are the ‘in ter na tional
ter ror ist or gani sa tions’ not af ter all the ob scene doppel ganger of the large
mul ti na tional cor po ra tions, the ul ti mate rhizomatic ma chine, om ni pres ent
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but lack ing a clearly de fin able ter ri to rial base? Do they not rep re sent the
form in which na tion al is tic and/or re li gious ‘fun da men tal ism’ has adapted
itself to global capitalism?“

Un der pres ent con di tions one must nat u rally ques tion whether the lib eral
de moc ra cies that we have to day – which, for that mat ter, on a world scale,
are in the mi nor ity – as iso lated ones still har bor within them, to the ex tent
that they have ever done so, the po ten tial for a gen u inely dem o cratic do -
mes ti ca tion of the econ omy. As long as, at the level of the Na tion State,
dem o cratic pol i tics and the econ omy could still in ter re late in a more or less
suc cess ful way, that could seem plau si ble – it is here that the tri umph of the
re form ist wing of the old Ger man So cial De moc racy orig i nated as well as
the im pe tus for the es tab lish ment of the Eu ro pean Wel fare States. But
faced with the cur rent forms of to day’s globalised cap i tal ism it would ap -
pear rather that the na tional and po lit i cal in sti tu tions of the West ern De -
moc ra cies – in clud ing, to date, those of the Eu ro pean Un ion – have be come 
more or less hos tage to, or else ac com pli ces and en force ment agen cies of
cap i tal ist globalisation. From the Eu ro pean per spec tive a great deal now a -
days no doubt de pends on whether, as a first step, the ten dency to wards the
ero sion of the po lit i cal func tions of the Eu ro pean na tions is re vers ible
through a dem o cratic re struc tur ing of the Eu ro pean Un ion. A de moc racy
how ever that re ally would be ca pa ble of meet ing the globalised econ omy
head on, still needs to be in vented at the in ter na tional level. This is, of
course, the ex act op po site of what George Bush has in mind with a world -
wide ex port of de moc racy in the „War on Ter ror“. At the pres ent time we
can not pos si bly know what forms such a de moc racy could take in the dif -
fer ent cul tural con texts – at the lo cal and in ter na tional level and through the 
eq ui ta ble in clu sion of all in volved/af fected par ties – or how it could as sert
it self not only against the he ge monic forces of cap i tal ist globalisation it self
but also against those of its counterforces that are purely de struc tive and re -
gres sive. The in ven tion of new forms of or gani sa tion and of dem o cratic
self-de ter mi na tion, the strug gle for a glob ally ef fec tive de moc racy –
Derrida speaks of a „New In ter na tional“, and Bourdieu of a new in ter na -
tion al ism of so cial move ments and in tel lec tu als, in clud ing art ists, au thors
and sci en tists – this in ven tion and this strug gle for a glob ally ef fec tive de -
moc racy and a non-ethnocentric uni ver sal ism, and per haps, as Bourdieu
has put it, for an „econ omy of hap pi ness“, that has only just started, in
many places, in a mul ti plic ity of dis courses, ini tia tives and types of or gani -
sa tions tran scend ing na tional fron tiers; this whole field of con struc tive cri -
tique and a po ten tially chang ing prac tice that has opened up now a days, all
of this con tains within it, it seems to me, a concretisation of that rad i cally
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tran scend ing per spec tive which Adorno, in ac cord with the older Crit i cal
The ory, in his cri tique of the ex change principle as a critique of existing
society, once insisted upon. That would be a worthy disenchantment of his
messianism – validating its legitimate inner-worldly core, without
prematurely disavowing the radical impetus of his critique of society.

[transl. Frederik van Gelder]
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